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ABSTRACT 
Bodies of Knowledge: Fuseli and Girodet at the Turn of the Nineteenth Century 
Stephanie O’Rourke 
 
This dissertation situates the works of Anglo-Swiss artist Henry Fuseli and French artist 
Anne-Louis Girodet within a vast and heterogeneous epistemological transformation 
occurring in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It examines three distinct 
but interlocking case studies—physiognomy, electricity, and the guillotine—each of 
which constellates scientific discourses, representational practices, and popular 
attractions. Although working in separate contexts and different modalities, Fuseli and 
Girodet both engaged with these discourses and practices. Yet they did so in ways that 
also tested and undermined them. They painted bodies that emphatically failed to 
conform to the scientific discourses they cited; they painted bodies that were similarly 
unable to represent heroic virtues or legible narratives. In this way Fuseli and Girodet 
compel us to read the stylistic shift from neoclassicism to romanticism as participating in 
a significant realignment of the relationship between knowledge, representation, and the 
body. By the first decades of the nineteenth century, the body no longer served as a 
privileged agent of knowledge production within the scientific discourses and artistic 
practices under consideration. The physiognomic body was no longer self-identical; the 
electric body was no longer internally continuous. The guillotine offered, in their places, 
bodies without heads and heads without bodies, whose mechanisms of sensation and 
cognition were only ever partially and provisionally aligned. 
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As the idea became familiar to me, it 
gradually shaped itself into its present form. 
Throughout its execution, it has had complete 
possession of me; I have so far verified what is 
done and suffered in these pages, as that I 
have certainly done and suffered it all myself. 
Charles Dickens, “Preface,”  
A Tale of Two Cities (1859) 
 
In the past decade, discussions of “epistemologies of the body”—that is, theories 
of how the human body produces knowledge—have been increasingly shaped by 
technological interfaces that allow users to measure and evaluate their biological 
functions. “Self-tracking,” for example, describes the use of one or several devices to 
record length of sleep, caloric intake, heart rate, number of steps taken, etc. One of the 
largest online communities of self-trackers, Quantified Self, advertises “self knowledge 
through numbers.”1 However novel the technologies involved, these pursuits do not 
depart significantly from techniques developed in the nineteenth century. It was in that 
century that quantitative data supplanted qualitative data in life sciences.2 The nineteenth 
century also saw the rise of increasingly sophisticated instruments to generate 
quantitative measurements of the body’s physical activities and related efforts to make its 
																																																								
1 This phrase resonates with Michel Foucault’s assertion that, “there are two meanings of the 
word ‘subject’: subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity 
by a conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power that subjugates and 
makes subject to.”  Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power,” in Essential Works of Foucault, ed. P. 
Rabinow, vol. III (New York: The New Press, 1997), 331.  
2 A good introduction to this can be found in David Cahan, From Natural Philosophy to the 
Sciences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).  
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processes more efficient.3 These endeavors presuppose, among other things, that the 
body’s most significant biological events can only be accessed through a technological 
interface, that they are best expressed numerically, and that experiential effects (e.g., 
feeling less tired at work) are merely the secondary products of what are essentially 
quantitative phenomena (e.g., consistent blood sugar levels).  
But they do differ markedly from practices and discourses a century earlier. To 
speak of eighteenth-century epistemologies of the body would require a significant 
reorientation not only in how the human body is measured and what those measurements 
mean. It is to contend with an entirely different relationship between representation, 
knowledge, and the body—how the body produces knowledge but also how 
representations of the body can reproduce that knowledge. Visual representation is the 
arena in which these relationships were built, contested, and reimagined at the turn of the 
nineteenth century.4 It is a period that witnessed the death throes of what, by way of 
clumsy shorthand, we could call an empirical body. By this I mean a historical 
conception of the human body as a privileged agent in the production of scientific 
knowledge, both as the primary instrument through which scientific inquiry takes place 
and as a readily accessed material repository of information.  
This conception of the body is both articulated and challenged in the work of two 
artists: Johann Heinrich Füssli (hereafter, Henry Fuseli) and Anne-Louis Girodet-Trioson 
																																																								
3 Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). 
4 This periodization is sympathetic to Foucault’s assertion that within the late eighteenth century, 
“a profound breach in the expanse of continuities” takes place “that is distributed across the entire 
visible surface of knowledge.” Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Random House, 1970), 
217. 
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de Roussy (hereafter, Anne-Louis Girodet). Although Fuseli and Girodet have much in 
common (e.g., great literary ambitions, a predilection for Michelangelo, etc.) I cannot 
claim to offer a comparative study. Rather, these artists have been selected for their 
separate but concurrent engagements with the scientific practices of late eighteenth-
century Europe. It is precisely their status as artists on the margins of these practices that 
enabled Fuseli and Girodet to represent bodies that emphatically fail to produce 
knowledge according to the terms of scientific discourses they invoke. I argue that in 
doing so these artists signaled the collapse of an underlying configuration of knowledge, 
representation, and the body that had authorized eighteenth-century empiricism.  
This project examines three distinct but interconnected episodes: physiognomy, 
electricity, and the guillotine.5 Each episode has its own scale, scope, and material 
properties. They constellate scientific discourses, related forms of popular recreation, and 
a vastly heterogeneous body of visual practices. In fact, their very heterogeneity is central 
to this project, for it indicates a shift that is highly complex, dispersed, and multilayered. 
At the heart of each episode resides an artistic intervention that challenges its latent 
assumptions about how and why the human body can be called upon to produce scientific 
knowledge. Artistic representation was uniquely equipped to lay bare some of the fault 
lines of an epistemic structure in crisis, and especially the role of visuality therein—
indeed, the historical transformation this project is concerned with is as much an artistic 
one as it is scientific. The neoclassical male nude, a representational vessel of political 
																																																								
5 The first two were selected in consultation with the writings of Barbara Stafford, who has 
introduced several topics in eighteenth-century science to the study of art history. Barbara Maria 
Stafford, Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1993); and, Artful Science; Enlightenment Entertainment and the Eclipse of Visual 
Education (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994). 
 4 
and ethical virtue, cannot be disentangled from contemporaneous epistemologies of the 
body. Their synchronous decline at the turn of the nineteenth century attests to the shared 
ground on which they staked their authority. Both ask: how does the body represent 
concepts that are abstract and immaterial in concrete, perceptible terms? What visual 
language can be used to incorporate those concepts? And what happens when the body 
cannot be relied upon to do so?  
--- 
The rise of neoclassicism (a renewed interest in the arts of Greco-Roman 
antiquity) in the mid-eighteenth century coincided with the growing popularity of public 
art exhibitions. Sponsored by royal art academies, London’s Summer Exhibition and 
Paris’s annual Salon brought forth a new public sphere for art.6 My emphasis on the body 
draws on recent decades of scholarship on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European 
art. Many of the field’s most prominent accounts identify the body as a central (and also 
contested) site for representing the self both as an individual and as a social or political 
entity. In his seminal text Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and 
Sculpture (1755), Johann Winckelmann praised the Ancient Greeks for combining ideal 
beauty with natural forms, particularly as expressed in representations of the athletic nude 
body. (Winckelmann’s text was translated into English by Fuseli in 1765.) The idealized 
male nude belonged to an imagined setting in which the natural order and social order 
were in perfect accord—hence the body’s ability to express ethical and political virtues in 
the arts.  
																																																								
6 For a discussion of the French context, see Thomas Crow, Painters and Public Life in 18th-
Century Paris (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985).  
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When the French Revolution disassembled the political and social hierarchies of 
the Ancien régime,7 it also discredited many of the artistic conventions associated with 
that ruling order. In their place, the body came to play a more instrumental role in visual 
representation. This has led historians such as Dorinda Outram to explore how “attitudes 
towards the body actively created the new public world of the Revolution.”8 For the artist 
Jacques-Louis David, this meant representing Revolutionary aspirations through what T.J. 
Clark has called an aesthetic of bodily revelation.9 However, the Revolution was plagued 
by political dysfunction and violent populism. How could an ideal nude body convey an 
ideal human order in the absence of a consensus as to what that order should be? Thomas 
Crow argues that the lack of a stable concept of heroic action was conveyed through 
fraught representations of the male body, especially by artists such as Girodet.10 
Martin Myrone urges us to consider that political and military heroism, so central 
to the British concept of masculinity, had actually been under siege since the mid-
eighteenth century as a result of consumerism.11 He identifies the “fundamentally illusory 
character of gender difference in a capitalist society,” wherein men perform their power 
through (essentially feminine) commercial acquisition rather than (quintessentially 
																																																								
7 The monarchical ruling order of pre-Revolutionary France. This text follows the Chicago 
Manual of Style format for foreign-language proper nouns. They will be capitalized according to 
the conventions of their original language.  
8 Dorinda Outram, The Body and the French Revolution: Sex, Class and Political Culture (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 23. 
9 T.J. Clark, “Painting in the Year II,” in Farewell to an Idea (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999).  
10 Crow, Emulation: Making Artists for Revolutionary France (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1995).  
11 Martin Myrone, Bodybuilding: Reforming Masculinities in British Art 1750-1810 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2005), 3.  
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masculine) military conflict. British artists such as Fuseli grappled with the “absurdity 
and irrelevance” of masculine archetypes through representations of the male body that 
are contorted and anatomically implausible.12  
Accounts of Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary French art have paid 
particular attention to its inscription of psychosexual identity. In her work on the art of 
David, Ewa Lajer-Burcharth addresses the psychic trauma of The Terror and its overly 
enthusiastic use of the guillotine.13 For Lajer-Burcharth, David’s post-Thermidor 
representations of the body are a battleground of unfixed gender on which the artist 
attempted to construct his own subjectivity and desire. Satish Padiyar, who shares Lajer-
Burcharth’s interest in a psychoanalytical framework, demonstrates how late works by 
David as well as the Italian sculptor Antonio Canova refashioned the neoclassical nude 
into an aesthetic object that was explicitly sexed and politicized in the wake of the 
Revolution.14 Darcy Grigsby examines the fate of the male nude under Napoleon, arguing 
that eroticized bodies in paintings by Girodet and others triangulate concerns about 
colonial contact, racial difference, and sexual desire.15  
Historians locate a decisive shift away from neoclassicism and the attendant 
emphasis on formal, narrative, and moral legibility at the end of the eighteenth century. 
In its place they identify a growing emphasis on individual subjectivity, psychic transport, 
																																																								
12 Ibid.  
13 Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, Necklines: The Art of Jacques-Louis David after the Terror (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1999). 
14 Satish Padiyar, Chains: David, Canova, and the Fall of the Public Hero in Postrevolutionary 
France (University Park: Penn State University Press, 2007). 
15 Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, Extremities: Painting Empire in Post-Revolutionary France (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
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and private perceptual experiences, among other things. Both Fuseli and Girodet are often 
associated with the rise of romanticism, in part due to their formal experimentation and 
their shared interest in physical and affective alterity. Whereas neoclassicism imagined an 
ideal state in which the human order was in perfect harmony with the natural order, 
romantic thinkers tended to insist that the virtue of the natural world resided in the fact 
that it was separate from a human world compromised by conventions and limitations, 
the vacuous pursuit of commerce, social injustices and base appetites.  
Existing accounts have documented essential relationships between 
representations of the body and issues of sexuality, gender, class, race, politics, and 
subjectivity. Yet this dissertation is necessarily constrained by the fact that to speak of 
“the body” according to the terms of late eighteenth-century knowledge production is to 
speak of a very narrow definition of the body. The overwhelming assumption is that it is 
white, male, heterosexual, and genteel.16 The supposed frailties of the female body, the 
non-white body, and the laboring body are described—along with the diseased, 
differently-abled, and non-Christian—as fundamentally non-normative in mainstream 
scientific accounts. (A similar assumption is made about the universal subject. I follow 
the convention of the historical texts under discussion, which emphatically takes “man” 
to be the appropriate shorthand for humanity at large; I do so with no interest in 
perpetuating or defending the implications of that terminology.) I would venture that one 
of the many pressures exerted on eighteenth-century empiricism was the growth of a 
public sphere not exclusively comprising genteel white men. Nor should it be taken as 
																																																								
16 Simon Schaffer writes on the “cartesianism of the genteel” in Schaffer, “Self Evidence,” 
Critical Inquiry 18, no. 2 (1992): 327-62. 
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coincidental that the neoclassical male nude was in retreat at the same time that writers 
such as Mary Wollstonecraft and the Marquis de Sade and politicians such as William 
Wilberforce were beginning to discuss alternative intellectual and socio-political 
configurations that might serve such “non-normative” bodies. 
This project also departs from the aforementioned scholarship in what are 
hopefully less regrettable ways. First, I take as given that artistic and scientific discourses 
about the body are capable of drawing upon and replying to each other both explicitly 
and implicitly in this period. Applying our contemporary distinction between these 
discourses obscures their very real historical imbrication, implying, moreover, that they 
occupied fixed and distinct points within a binary. In order to avoid such an anachronism 
I move between histories of art and science—where context necessitates—without much 
demarcation. My broader interest in the history of science and my particular attention to 
issues of perception, spectatorship, and popular entertainment take much inspiration from 
the work of Jonathan Crary.17  
I examine relationships that are concrete, deliberate, and causal, but I also attend 
to relationships that meet none of these criteria. Artworks by Fuseli and Girodet bring 
such subterranean relationships into focus: I propose that it is only through the close 
study of these artworks that the contours of the historical transformation under discussion 
can be recovered. Their art, which has already been situated within a stylistic 
transformation from neoclassicism to romanticism, is also a point of contact between 
																																																								
17 Jonathan Crary, “Géricault, the Panorama, and Sites of Reality in the Early Nineteenth Century,” 
Grey Room 9 (2002): 5-25; The Sun is God (Liverpool: Tate Gallery, 2000); Suspensions of 
Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999); 
Techniques of the Observer (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992). 
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multiple visual and discursive practices. If the body is the privileged instrument of 
knowledge production in eighteenth-century empiricism, the art of Fuseli and Girodet is 
the privileged agent of intervention in my history. They compel us to read the powerful 
stylistic shift from neoclassicism to romanticism as participating in a significant 
realignment of the relationship between representation, knowledge, and the body.  
--- 
Curiously, even though art historical scholarship tends to assign great practical 
and symbolic importance to the body in this period, it is rarely foregrounded in histories 
of empiricism. The term “empiricism,” coined in the eighteenth century, describes an 
experimental method prominent in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It valued 
concrete detail over abstract principles and direct observation over received wisdom. 
Francis Bacon, Thomas Hobbes, and David Hume were among many philosophers who 
asserted that human knowledge comes from man’s sensory experience of the world, and 
not, as famously asserted by René Descartes, from innate mental structures such as 
reason. Underlying this concept are two important suppositions: 1) that man has the 
intellectual capacity to fully understand natural phenomena, and 2) that man has 
comprehensive sensory access to the natural world.18 
																																																								
18 For a more nuanced discussion, I recommend the following: Matthew Adkins, The Idea of the 
Sciences in the French Enlightenment (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2014). Charlotte 
Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature: British Landscape Art in the Late Eighteenth and 
Early Nineteenth Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996). John O’Neal, The 
Authority of Experience: Sensationist Theory in the French Enlightenment (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996). Jessica Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility: The 
Sentimental Empiricists of the French Enlightenment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2002).  
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This was true of both the scientist and those who observed scientific experiments 
more generally. As Steve Shapin writes, “within empiricist schemes of knowledge the 
ultimate warrant for a claim to knowledge is the act of witnessing.”19 The witness is a 
viewer who is educated and self-possessed, and who authenticates the knowledge 
demonstrated in front of him. I will suggest, in the final section of this text, that the 
witness is replaced by the spectator, a passive viewer dispossessed of his ability to 
authenticate knowledge.   
Historical texts on empiricism emphasize the power of man’s intellect rather than 
his sensory faculties. To the extent that senses are discussed, vision is usually taken to be 
the dominant sense by which eighteenth-century man explored his environment.20 As 
Crary has influentially argued, the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century subject, signaled 
by the camera obscura, viewed the world with a kind of “decorporealized vision.”21 This 
subject understood himself to be fundamentally distinct from his bodily processes; he 
inhabited an “interior” that was separate from the “exterior” world, and his access to the 
latter was regulated by the precision and uniformity of geometric optics.  
Philosophies of empiricism did not explicitly foreground the actual labor of the 
senses; yet in practical terms, sensory activities were central to the empirical enterprise. 
																																																								
19 Steve Shapin, “The House of Experiment in Seventeenth-Century England,” Isis 79, no. 3 
(1988): 375.  
20 There are a few notable exceptions. Lissa Roberts, for example, writes on the importance of 
smell and taste to the eighteenth-century study of chemistry in Roberts, “The Death of the 
Sensuous Chemist: The ‘New’ Chemistry and the Transformation of Sensuous Technology,” 
Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 26, no. 4 (1995): 503-29. Simon Schaffer writes 
about touch and the role of manual skill in “Experimenters’ Techniques, Dyers’ Hands, and the 
Electric Planetarium,” Isis 88, no. 3 (1997): 456-83. 
21 Crary, Techniques of the Observer, 39. 
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Insofar as knowledge was thought to derive initially or exclusively (depending whom you 
asked) from sensory experience, it stands to reason that the body was actually 
emphatically present for the production of knowledge—even essential to it. This 
dissertation, building on a small but growing body of scholarship, contends that the body 
was implicitly central to an eighteenth-century understanding of knowledge production 
and related categories such as witnessing.22  
Of course, the body could only serve as a privileged instrument of scientific 
inquiry if one believed that its sensory apparatus was beyond reproach. Embedded in 
eighteenth-century theories of empiricism is the assumption that the body is fortuitously 
endowed with senses that function in mechanistic, reliable, causal ways.23 (If the senses 
were not naturally perfect, they were at least considered perfect-able.) However, this 
project does not tell a history of the senses nor, indeed, of empiricism. Rather, 
recognizing their interdependence helps us to understand what was ultimately at stake 
when Fuseli and Girodet produced works of art that undermined the means by which the 
body could produce knowledge.  
																																																								
22 A great deal of work remains to be done on this topic. Ofer Gal and Charles Wolfe have called 
for historians of science to “re-embody our understanding of empiricism,” in Wolfe and Gal, The 
Body as Object and Instrument of Scientific Knowledge (New York: Springer, 2010), 2. Drew 
Leder has argued that even Cartesian dualism relies on some form of bodily materialism. Leder, 
The Absent Body (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990). Pamela Smith has also made 
several contributions to the field. She has argued that fifteenth- and sixteenth- century artisans 
were the first the propose a system of knowledge production based on “bodily engagement with 
matter.” According to Smith, artisans were the original authors of a corporeal epistemology that 
was subsequently adopted and transformed by scientists in the seventeenth century in the form of 
empirical methods. Pamela Smith, The Body of the Artisan: Art and Experience in the Scientific 
Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 20. 
23 For a good summary of this, see Margaret A. Bode, “Psychology as Mechanism—But Not as 




I use scientific “episodes” rather than historical events or artistic developments to 
structure this history. They are episodes in the sense that they span several years and 
include scientific discourses, popular practices, and public forms of display. I begin with 
“Physiognomy,” the study of man’s facial features to determine his inner traits. When the 
Swiss minister Johann Caspar Lavater sought to convert physiognomy into a modern 
science in the second half of the eighteenth century, he consulted his close friend Henry 
Fuseli on the illustrations for his book. Their collaboration lasted several decades. During 
this time, Fuseli and Lavater hotly debated how to best visually represent physiognomic 
knowledge. I revisit the history of Lavater’s project and contend that Fuseli’s illustrations 
actively challenge the text’s epistemological claims.  
The second chapter, “Electricity,” examines scientific experiments and popular 
demonstrations that asked the body both to display and to record electrical effects. But 
using the body in this capacity undermined the features that made it a credible instrument 
of knowledge production under the rubric of empiricism. Anne-Louis Girodet was 
intimately acquainted with the field, having taken a course on electricity in the 1780s. In 
the years that followed, Girodet produced a series of large Salon paintings that invoked 
the visual and structural features of electric demonstrations, but also manipulated and 
subverted them. Like Fuseli, he drew attention to the many ways that a body could fail to 
produce knowledge.  
The third and final chapter, “The Guillotine,” addresses the physical and 
metaphorical disintegration of the human body on the scaffold of the French Revolution. 
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Whereas the physiognomic body was self-identical and the electric body was internally 
continuous, the guillotine produced a body that was neither. A 1795 debate about 
guillotined bodies addressed concerns that the victim could survive for some time after 
decapitation. The arguments put forward on both sides reveal a growing consensus that 
there is not a fixed and causal relationship between bodily sensation and mental cognition 
and that man does not necessarily have access to a field of communally experienced 
events or natural phenomena. Neither Fuseli nor Girodet witnessed the operations of the 
Revolutionary guillotine, yet their works repeatedly invoke headless bodies, bodiless 













A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY 
 
“When I use the term attractions I do  
so with the qualification that I do  
not mean it in any way whatever.”  
Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, 1865 
 
Some of the terms used in this text imply a conceptual and historical unity where 
there is none. For example, as I alluded to in the introduction, there is no such thing as 
“the body,” as a single, unproblematic entity. Similarly, I have summarized the tenets of 
“empiricism,” although there were numerous competing and contradictory theories of 
empiricism in circulation in the eighteenth century.  
I frequently use the contemporary term “science,” to describe activities that would 
have been historically understood as “natural philosophy.” Steve Shapin’s important 
history of the Scientific Revolution points out that, historically, the term “science” 
described the broader theoretical and academic pursuit of knowledge, rather than the 
empirical study of natural phenomena.24 When it was reconceptualized in the nineteenth 
century and fell under the label of “science,” it had been subdivided into specialized 
disciplines and its practitioners were organized into new social and institutional 
structures.25 The English term “scientist” did not even appear until 1834, when it was 




24 Steve Shapin, The Scientific Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996). 
25 Cahan, From Natural Philosophy to the Sciences. 
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Its very essence involves its being in truth  
something else than merely sensuous and  
immediate…it is the visible as a sensuous 
presentment of the invisible, which  
constitutes the object of observation.  
      G.F.W. Hegel, “Physiognomy and Phrenology,”  
                              Phenomenology of Spirit (1807)26 
 
While living in Rome in 1777, Henry Fuseli (1741-1825) made a drawing of Saul 
and the Witch of Endor (fig. 1.1) in pen and sepia for his childhood friend Johann Lavater. 
The composition was intended as an illustration for Lavater’s multi-volume text on 
physiognomy, which is a method of evaluating man’s facial features to discover his inner 
traits. Saul and the Witch of Endor first appeared in the French translation of Lavater’s 
text (fig. 1.2, unknown engraver) and was published ten years later in an English 
translation (fig. 1.3, Thomas Holloway sculp.). Strangely, Fuseli’s figures conspicuously 
lack the kind of facial features on which Lavater’s model of physiognomy was based. 
King Saul, seen on the right, appears to be missing a face altogether—his eyes, mouth, 
and nose have been reduced to a single inarticulate ridge. 
Within these seemingly mundane details lies a vast history of conflict and 
transformation occurring at the end of the eighteenth century. Fuseli and Lavater engaged 
																																																								
26 Hegel concludes that Lavater’s, “‘[S]cience of knowing men,’ which is concerned about the 
supposed human being, like the ‘science’ of physiognomy, which deals with this presumed reality 
and seeks to raise to the level of knowledge uncritical assertions of everyday physiognomy, is 
therefore something with neither foundation nor finality; it cannot manage to say what it ‘means’ 
because it merely ‘means,’ and its content is merely what is ‘presumed’ or ‘meant.’” 
“Observation of self-consciousness to its immediate actuality. Physiognomy and Phrenology.” C: 
Free Concrete Mind: (AA) Reason. A: Observation as a Process of Reason. Section 320. G. F. W. 
Hegel, Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J.B. Baillie (New York: Macmillan Co., 2003). 
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in a bitter dispute concerning the relationship between original and copied illustrations, 
the tenuous accord of image and text, and the visual representation of certain kinds of 
information. Fuseli’s designs, which emphatically withheld the visual details on which 
Lavater’s system relied, served to undermine the claims issued by the very text they were 
created to illustrate. As these images were engraved and re-engraved, the two men also 
disputed the relationship between the body, visual representation, and physiognomic 
knowledge. This chapter argues that what might appear, at first glance, to be a debate 
about printed book illustrations is also—and more deeply—about the rapidly evolving 
mechanisms that authorized the production of knowledge at the end of the eighteenth 
century. 
For this reason, the following pages closely examine the translation and 
reproduction of Lavater’s lavishly illustrated multi-volume text rather than Fuseli’s large-
scale oil paintings. I ask: how did Lavater try to elevate physiognomy to a modern 
science? Why and how was the exterior surface of the body thought to visually represent 
man’s internal traits? By what means could printed illustrations reproduce this visual 
evidence, and what would happen if they failed in this task?  
Lavaterian physiognomy presupposes an entire natural world whose visible 
surfaces directly correspond to its underlying truths—a correspondence that, I will argue, 
takes the form of an indexical print, or impression. A discussion of his system, the 
popularity and suspicion it evoked, the checkered history of its production and 
reproduction, and the conditions and beliefs upon which it was founded therefore also 
provide an opportunity to probe the limitations, trials, and consequences of certain 
eighteenth-century structures of knowledge, the visibilities and invisibilities they made 
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possible, and the fate of representation therein. The book’s complex publication history 
reveals the material means by which Lavaterian physiognomy was re/produced, and it is 
on the printed pages of this book that Fuseli evoked but also profoundly challenged the 
impression and the structure of knowledge it authorized.  
1. Essays on Physiognomy 
When Lavater set out to write a definitive modern physiognomic treatise, he was 
defining it against a long tradition of physiognomy dating back to Ancient Greece. In the 
influential text Physiognomonica of circa 300 B.C.E., Pseudo-Aristotle linked general 
physical attributes (e.g., a lean build) to character traits (e.g., cowardice). Although 
practiced with some degree of popularity in antiquity, physiognomy gradually fell into 
disrepute and obscurity where it remained until the late Middle Ages.The fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries witnessed a significant revival of physiognomy that culminated in the 
publication of Giambattista della Porta’s De humana physiognomonia libre (1586). 
According to della Porta, the human face communicates inner traits through resemblance 
and metaphor.27  For example, a man whose face resembles a lion can be said to possess 
leonine traits such as courage. Despite its growing popularity, sixteenth-century variants 
of physiognomy were closely associated with cosmology and fortune telling, and drew 
official censure.  
																																																								
27 Tom Gunning and others have observed that in this system “the human face took on meaning 
by a series of metaphors.” Gunning, “In Your Face: Physiognomy, Photography, and the Gnostic 
Mission of Early Film,” in The Mind of Modernism: Medicine, Psychology, and the Cultural Arts 
in Europe and America, 1880-1940, ed. Mark S. Micale (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2004), 144.  
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The first physiognomic treatise to have a widespread and lasting impact on artistic 
production was penned by French academician Charles le Brun in the seventeenth 
century.28 Le Brun’s theories were shaped by the work of the seventeenth-century 
philosopher René Descartes, whose Passions de l’ame was published in 1649. Unlike his 
predecessors, Le Brun based his system on Descartes’s account of the physiological 
mechanisms of the body rather than metaphoric resemblance. His Conférence sur 
l’expression générale et particulière (published in French in 1698 and English in 1734) 
attributed facial expressions to the movement of spirits towards or away from the brain, 
which has since led some to characterize it as a kind of “physiological determinism.”29 
Although Le Brun was the first to ground his theory within a comprehensive 
philosophical doctrine, his Conférence was gradually distrusted in the eighteenth century 
for its exaggerated illustrations, rigid system of causality, and inattention to nuance.30 
Moreover, despite claiming to give the reader a greater understanding of facial 
																																																								
28 Norman Bryson discusses the relationship between Le Brun’s physiognomic system and his 
theories of art. Bryson argues that Le Brun’s interest in the legibility of the body was informed by 
his experience of court life, in which gesture and behavior were richly coded. See: Norman 
Bryson, Word and Image: French Painting of the Ancien Régime (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981). One of the more recent accounts of Le Brun as well as Lavater can be 
found in Melissa Percival’s The Appearance of Character: Physiognomy and Facial Expression 
in Eighteenth-Century France (Leeds: Modern Humanities Research Association, 1999) 
29 François Delaporte, Anatomy of the Passions, trans. Susan Emanuel (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2008), 38. 
30  William Hogarth, for example, criticized Le Brun’s text and in particular its illustrations, 
writing that they were too general and exaggerated to depict “that infinite variety of human forms 
which always distinguishes the touch of nature from the limited and insufficient one of art.” As 
quoted in Michael Shortland, “Skin Deep: Barthes, Lavater, and the Legible Body,” Economy and 
Society 14, no. 3 (1985): 290. 
 19 
expressions, the text described physiological mechanisms that attributed the primary site 
of expression to a series of invisible events below the body’s surface.31  
In 1775 Lavater began publishing his multi-volume Physiognomische Fragmente 
zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntnis und Menschenliebe, which he would spend over 
two decades revising, reprinting, and translating. Lavater envisioned a new form of 
physiognomy that would have practical, moral, and spiritual value. Firstly, it was a 
system that purported to enable social and political transparency during a period when 
these identities were becoming increasingly mutable.32 The notion of “transparency” had 
specific moral valences as well.33 A body that was readily available to physiognomic 
analysis was an “honest” body; conversely, a body that sought to conceal its true nature 
indicated grave moral shortcomings. Because this system was informed by Lavater’s role 
as an ordained Zwinglian minister, it also relied heavily on imago Dei (i.e., the belief that 
																																																								
31 Le Brun’s emphasis on facial expression rather than underlying bone structure is one of several 
reasons why it, and not Lavater’s system, is the proper ancestor of Charles Darwin’s 1872 The 
Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals.  
32 Roy Porter and Judith Wechsler attribute its growing popularity to the rise of Georgian fashion 
and the need to shore up older social and economic hierarchies, thus occasioning “a frantic search 
for subtler status signatures which wealth alone couldn't command.” Roy Porter, “Making Faces: 
Physiognomy and Fashion in Eighteenth-Century England,” Études anglaises 30, no. 4 (1985): 
388. See also: Judith Wechsler, “Lavater, Stereotype, and Prejudice” in The Faces of 
Physiognomy: Interdisciplinary Approaches to Johann Caspar Lavater, ed. Ellis Shookman 
(Columbia: Camden House,1992). It has also been argued, to the contrary, that late eighteenth-
century physiognomy was a classless (and therefore democratic) system because of its emphasis 
on innate qualities over those of breeding and education. See: Benedict, “Reading Faces.” Scott J. 
Juengel, “Godwin, Lavater, and the Pleasures of the Surface,” Studies in Romanticism 35, no. 1 
(1996): 73-97. Christpher J. Lukasik, “The Face of the Public,” Early American Literature 39, no. 
3 (2004): 413-64. 
33 For its relevance to morality, see Juliet McMaster’s discussion of Richardson’s Clarissa, a 
novel beloved by Fuseli. Juliet McMaster, Reading the Body in the Eighteenth-Century Novel 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).  
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God created man in His image).34 Physiognomical study of mankind therefore doubled as 
a form of divine worship. Lavater also asserted that physiognomy becomes irrelevant in 
Heaven, where man’s external appearance and internal nature are a single entity.35  In this, 
he drew on the work of Swedish philosopher and theologian Emanuel Swedenborg, who 
argued that man’s earthly self is a copy of his original spiritual self, and that the body 
becomes transparent in a state of religious purity.36 
Despite Lavater’s association with religious fanaticism and his unconventional 
use of mesmerism and somnambulism, he decidedly aligned his physiognomic system 
with the scientific advances of the Enlightenment.37 It reflected many of the ideals of 
																																																								
34 The text, in all original editions and translations, begins with this central claim: “AND God 
said: Let us make Man in our own Image… The decree is accomplished: God created Man in his 
own Image, In the Image of God created He him, Male and female created He them. What so 
honourable for human nature! Is it not in some measure deified by this pause, this deliberation of 
the Creator, this impress of His image!” Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Henry Hunter, vol. I, 3-4. 
35 Siegrist, “Letters of the Divine Alphabet.” 
36 One would be hard-pressed to ignore the resonances between their texts, despite the different 
schools of theological and scientific thought they have come to represent. In Swedenborg’s 1769 
De Commercio Animæ & Corporis (Interaction of the Soul and the Body), he writes, “The 
spiritual clothes itself with the natural, as a man clothes himself with a garment” (De Commercio 
Animæ & Corporis, section XI).  Lavater, a few years later, evokes a similar metaphor: “Like a 
glove that first shows its true shape when worn on a hand the human body... echoes in perceptive 
guise the very contours of the soul” (Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Thomas Holloway, vol II, 
19.) Joan Stemmler first suggested the relevance of Swedenborg’s theories for Lavater, a 
relationship on which additional work remains to be done. Joan K. Stemmler, “The 
Physiognomical Portraits of Johann Caspar Lavater,” The Art Bulletin 75, no. 1 (1993): 151-68. 
One interesting alternative lineage can be identified in the work of Paracelsus, who wrote in his 
Astronomia Magna (1537-8) that man’s task is “to reveal the hidden through human work, as well 
as reveal all natural mysteries of the elements. None of this could happen without human beings. 
God wishes that the things that are invisible should become visible.” My italics. Paracelsus as 
quoted Pamela H. Smith, The Body of the Artisan. 84. 
37 See Marcia Allentuck, “Fuseli and Lavater: Physiognomical Theory and the Enlightenment,” 
Studies in Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 55 (1967): 88-112. One of the first major attacks 
on Lavater’s reputation concerned his use of animal magnetism on his wife. In the company of 
notable physicians, Lavater apparently submerged his wife in a somnambulant state. Detailed 
accounts of this episode and the surrounding controversy circulated widely. For example, see: 
“Character of Lavater,” The Edinburgh Magazine, or Literary miscellany (1786): 154-7. 
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seventeenth-century theories of empiricism, emphasizing the universal validity of man’s 
direct observations of the natural world, as enabled by his perceptual acuity, rational 
intellect, and unmediated access to natural phenomena. (Lavater also insisted that, “all 
the knowledge we can obtain of man must be gained through the medium of our 
senses.”38)  In fact, the project’s deepest ambition was to address the entire natural world. 
For this reason Lavater emphasized the incomplete, provisional nature of his books 
despite their formidable scale. Rather than chapters, the texts are broken down into 
“fragments,” thence the original German title Physiognomische Fragmente, 
“physiognomical fragments.” (This is translated into French as Essai sur la 
physiognomonie.39 The English title, Essays on Physiognomy, was similarly crafted to 
evoke the sense of an “essay” as an attempt.) 
During Lavater’s lifetime, it was regarded throughout Europe as the first 
successful attempt to transform physiognomy into a legitimate scientific field. Lavater 
actively cultivated this reputation, dedicating an entire “fragment” of his book to 
physiognomy’s new status as a modern science. Shortly after his death, a French reviewer 
summarized his transformation of the discourse as follows: “The physiognomic science 
to which Lavater gave much authority and development had been regarded, not even 
twenty-five years earlier, as a ridiculous art almost as useless as astrology.”40 
																																																								
38 Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Thomas Holcroft, vol. I, 11.  
39 The French translation uses both “physiognomony” and “physiognomy.” The former refers to 
the study of faces, the latter to the face itself. Later English translations abandon the use of 
“physiognomony” and reassign its meaning to “physiognomy.”  
40 “Variétes. Physiologies, ou l'art de connoître les hommes sur leur physionomie,” Journal des 
débats et des décrets (1802): 3.  
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Growing public skepticism towards the end of his life did not temper Lavater’s 
renown. He received vocal support from notable intellectuals, politicians, and senior 
members of Europe’s royal families. The first copy to enter the collection of the 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, for example, came from Marie Antoinette’s private 
library, which was seized during the Revolution.41 For a time, visiting Lavater was 
apparently part of the Grand Tour.42 As John Graham notes, “evidence suggests that no 
literate person in England or France could have escaped knowing the work either directly 
or indirectly.”43 Lavater’s eulogy in The Gentleman’s Magazine playfully alludes to this 
pervasiveness: 
In Switzerland, in Germany, in France, even in Britain, all the world became 
passionate admirers of the Physiognomical Science of Lavater…. In the 
enthusiasm with which [his books] were studied and admired, they were 
thought as necessary in every family as even the bible itself. A servant would, 
at one time, scarcely be hired till the descriptions and engravings of Lavater 
had been consulted, in careful comparison with the lines and features of the 
young man's or woman's countenance.44 
 
2. Body, Print, and Index 
 The feature that set Lavater’s system apart from those preceding it also doubled as 
its claim for scientific legitimacy: whereas Le Brun and others had studied fleeting and 
																																																								
41 A brief announcement of the expansion of the French national library, re-designated property of 
the Nation, was published in 1792. “Bibliotheque nationale,” Magasin encyclopédique, ou 
journal des sciences, des lettres et des arts 1 no. 22 (1792): 169. 
42 Shortland, “The Power of a Thousand Eyes: Johann Caspar Lavater's Science of 
Physiognomical Perception.” 
43 John Graham, Lavater's Essays on Physiognomy: A Study in the History of Ideas (Berne: Peter 
Lang, 1979), 11. 
44 The Gentleman's Magazine LXXI (February 1801), in Graham, Lavater’s Essays on 
Physiognomy: 124.  
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superficial facial expressions, his modern Enlightenment variant concerned itself 
exclusively with the permanent bone structure of the skull. 45 He categorized the former 
as mere “pathognomy.” Proper “physiognomy,” in contrast, considers the permanent, 
structural features of man.46 It was exactly this distinction that Fuseli later foregrounded 
in his introduction to the first English translation of Lavater’s text: “Men in their fears 
generally confound our science with pathognomy, distinct from it, though intimately 
connected.” 47 Pathognomy concerns “whatever relates to habit, whatever arises from the 
moment of action, the burst of passions, their place on blood and muscles,” whereas 
“physiognomy is the mother of correctness, by ascertaining from the measure of the solid 
parts the precise portion of the moveable…. Let the twelfth part of an inch be added to, or 
taken from, the space between the nose and the upper-lip of the Apollo, and the god is 
lost.”48  
 Although Lavaterian physiognomy primarily addresses the underlying bone 
structure of the face, it also considers the skeletal system as a whole.49 Lavater dedicated 
																																																								
45 Lavater’s condemnation of pathognomy is a critique of Le Brun and the “unscientific” nature of 
seventeenth-century physiognomy more generally. Pathognomy, once tainted with Cartesian 
associations, is later linked to romanticism. See: Barbara Maria Stafford, “‘Peculiar Marks’: 
Lavater and the Countenance of Blemished Thought,” Art Journal 46, no. 3 (1987): 185-92. 
46 Lavater does make allowances for the individual to modify his skeletal structure through 
behavior over a long period of time. For example, the reader is cautioned that, “the eye-brows, 
knit by anger, will by degrees make a deeper impression on the bone” and thus fix “an indelible 
stamp on the countenance.” “Essays on Physiognomy; for the Promotion of the Knowledge and 
the Love of Mankind,” The Critical Review, or, Annals of literature (October 1789): 285-6. 
47 Henry Fuseli, “Advertisement,” in Johann Caspar Lavater, Essays on Physiognomy, designed to 
Promote the Knowledge and Love of Mankind, trans. Henry Hunter, vol. I, np. 
48 Ibid.  
49 In her discussion of eighteenth-century British portraiture, Marcia Pointon argues that the head 
has a metonymic and hierarchical relationship to the body, with representational and social 
implications: “If the system and the collecting practice serve to separate head from body, indeed 
 24 
a substantial portion of his text features such as ears, feet, hands, teeth, and hair. The first 
English-language reviews of Lavater’s French translation summarized the relationship as 
follows: “Each part preserves the impression and character of the whole, and is (as our 
Author speaks) the cause or effect of one individuality. We cannot, continues he, repeat it 
too often, that every thing in man characterizes man; that…we may conclude from the 
part to the whole, and from the whole to each part.”50 In other words, it relies on 
corporeal synecdoche. Each part of the body communicates the physiognomic truth of the 
self because each is particular, individual, and related to the whole body. 
But how, exactly, did this come to be? What operation made the body, or rather, 
its skeletal structure, so articulate, so representative of man’s inner traits? How does a 
body show itself and narrate itself? Lavater’s most concrete answer can be found in his 
account of bone growth. Early English reviewers of the text recognized that his proposed 
“system of osteogony” and, of the formation of the skull in particular, “is certainly of the 
greatest importance.”51 Considered both scientifically precise and more broadly 
applicable, it was also the least contested component of Lavaterian physiognomy.  
His osteological model echoed popular accounts of gestation that had been in 
circulation for hundreds of years, which proposed that the thoughts of one or both parents 
during conception and gestation would be visibly manifested in the appearance of the 
																																																																																																																																																																					
privilege the head over and above the body, that symbolic structure must be understood in its 
relation to a hierarchical process in which society's disparate parts are inscribed within a 
hegemonic order.” Marcia Pointon, Hanging the Head: Portraiture and Social Formation in 
Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 56.  
50 M---e, “Foreign Literature,” Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal (June 1788): 553.  
51 “Essays on Physiognomy; for the Promotion of the Knowledge and the Love of Mankind,” The 
Critical Review, or, Annals of literature (February 1790): 194-200. 
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resulting child.52 Bone growth begins, according to Lavater, during gestation, when the 
fetus’s “soft mucilaginous substance, homogeneous in all its parts,” gradually hardens 
into cartilage and then bone.53 As it hardens, the skull is “visibly fitted to the mass of the 
substances which it contains and follows their growth at every age of human life. Thus 
the exterior form of the brain which imprints itself perfectly on the interior surface of the 
skull, is at the same time the model of the contours on the exterior surface.”54 Whether 
we consider the skull as “as acting upon the soft parts of the body [e.g. the brain], or as 
acted upon by them, or as alternately making and receiving impressions. In all these cases, 
says M. Lavater, it will always be solid, determinate, durable, and perceivable, and will 
bear the marks of the invariable principles of human character.”55  
It is through the visibly reciprocal molding of brain and skull that man’s inner 
traits come to express themselves on the surface of the body. Lavater describes a process 
of positive and negative impressions being made. The contours of the brain serve as a 
kind of positive image, which “imprints itself perfectly” onto the interior surface of bone. 
This surface resembles the brain as a negative or mirror image, which is reversed once 
again as the design is transferred from the interior surface of the skull to its exterior—the 
																																																								
52 For an excellent account of early modern theories of reproduction, and the role of various 
embodied impressions, see Katharine Park, Secrets of Women: Gender, Generation, and the 
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53 Johann Caspar Lavater, Essays on Physiognomy; for the Promotion of the Knowledge and the 
Love of Mankind, trans. Thomas Holcroft (London: C. Whittingham, 1804), 68. 
54 Lavater, as quoted in Stemmler, “The Physiognomical Portraits of Johann Caspar Lavater,” 157. 
In the first French translation, “la forme extérieur du cerveau qui s’imprime parfaitement sur la 
surface interne du crane, est en meme temps le modèle des contours de la surface extérieure.” 
Essai sur la physiognomonie, vol. II, 133. 
55 Original italics. “Book Review,” Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal (December 1783): 589.  
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face. The final result is a new and visible positive copy of the brain, which has been 
repeated and inverted from brain to skull and from skull to face.  
Lavater consistently uses both the terms and the technical processes of 
printmaking to describe how the visible surface of the body comes to resemble the 
invisible interior self. Such language pervades the text. Even the most minute squiggles 
on the surface of the skull result from blood vessels that “gravent” or “engrave” their 
designs onto the bone.56 Of Fuseli’s portrait of Martha Hess, for example, Lavater writes, 
“Nature has imprinted on this physiognomy the image of gentleness and benignity.”57 In 
Fuseli’s illustration of Satan, “harshness and obstinacy are engraved on that front of 
brass.”58 It is a form of printmaking that takes place very literally in Lavater’s 
osteological system but also in a metaphorical sense, under the supervision of a Divine 
Printmaker. In his introduction Lavater proclaims that all human beings “bear all the 
impress of [God’s] marvellous wisdom.”59 In short, both the scientific and theological 
validity of Lavaterian physiognomy is predicated on the idea that the surface of the body 
acts like a print, that it is a print.  
Yet Lavater does not confine his science to the human body. Essays on 
Physiognomy actually proposes a theory of knowledge about the entire natural world. 
Such a claim to universality expressed both the ambitions of the Enlightenment and their 
declining credibility at the end of the eighteenth century. As a French review from 1782 
																																																								
56 Essai sur la physiognomonie, vol. II, 133. 
57 Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Henry Hunter, vol. II, 316.  
58 Ibid., 285. 
59 Ibid., 43.  
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noted, the idea that “all nature is physiognomy is the immense hypothesis of M. 
Lavater.”60 Lavater claims that the science of physiognomy is the means by which man 
interprets the entire perceptible world:   
Do we not daily judge of the sky by its physiognomy? No food, not a glass 
of wine, or beer, not a cup of coffee, or tea, comes to table, which is not 
judged by its physiognomy, its exteriour; and of which we do not thence 
deduce some conclusion respecting its interiour, good, or bad, properties. 
Is not all nature physiognomy; superficies and contents; body, and spirit; 
exteriour effect, and internal power; invisible beginning, and visible 
ending? What knowledge is there, of which man is capable, that is not 
founded on the exteriour; the relation that exists between visible and 
invisible, the perceptible and imperceptible? Physiognomy, whether 
understood in its most extensive or confined signification, is the origin of 
all human decisions, efforts, actions, expectations, fears, and hopes; of all 
pleasing and unpleasing sensations, which are occasioned by external 
objects. From the cradle to the grave, in all conditions and ages, 
throughout all nations, from Adam to the last existing man, from the worm 
we tread on to the most sublime of philosophers (and why not to the angel, 
why not to the Deity?) physiognomy is the origin of all we do and suffer.61 
Lavater’s understanding of the natural world is one in which appearance and truth, visible 
exterior and invisible interior, coincide. And it is on the basis of appearance that man 
grounds all of his conclusions. The task of physiognomy is merely to codify how the true 
meaning of such appearances can be properly recognized and interpreted. In order to fully 
grasp the implications of Lavater’s claims for physiognomy, what they say about the 
nature of truth and man’s access thereto, it is crucial to recognize that he was not 
publishing a system of reading faces—he was putting forward a system of studying the 
entire natural world.  
																																																								
60 “Foreign Literature,” Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal (June 1782): 487. 
61 My italics. Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Thomas Holcroft, vol. I, 28-9 
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 Lavater defines physiognomy as “the ability to know the interior of man by his 
exterior—to perceive by certain natural indices that which does not immediately strike 
the senses.”62 Such language has led many scholars to conclude that Lavaterian 
physiognomy is a technique of perceiving rather than a body of information.63 Although 
the perceptual acuity of the physiognomist is important for Lavater we should be careful 
not to misplace emphasis on the agency of the viewer. This science requires the 
physiognomist to look beyond that which is immediately visible in search of more subtle 
“natural indices” presented by the body. It was not until the nineteenth century that 
popular physiognomy became a system primarily about visual judgment.64 As Sharonna 
Pearl argues, Victorian physiognomic practices empowered viewers to draw conclusions 
from casual observation.65 This nineteenth-century variant of physiognomy attributed 
knowledge production to the scopic powers of the viewer, and, eventually, to a series of 
instruments and technologies that could subject the body to external measurement.66 In 
Birth of the Clinic Foucault traces a related reorganization occurring within the field of 
																																																								
62 My translation. Lavater, Essai sur la Physiognomonie, vol. I, 22. 
63 E.g. Shortland, “The Power of the Thousand Eyes.” 
64 Sharonna Pearl, About Faces: Physiognomy in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2010). 
65 Pearl emphasizes the rise of physiognomy within representation, as a visual shorthand by which 
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About Faces, 7. 
66 E.g., Alan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” in The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories 
of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992).  
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medicine with the emergence of new perceptual codes that made the surfaces and depths 
of the body available to a knowing gaze.67  
 Lavater, in contrast, emphasizes an evidentiary world populated with “natural 
indices.” The “index” was typically taken to mean a sign or indication of something, and 
Lavater’s use of the term aligns it with a more pervasive eighteenth-century belief that, in 
the words of Christian Wolff, “nature is a sign system which—free of all the deficiencies 
and limitations of the culturally instituted sign systems—expresses only itself.”68 
François Delaporte and Marcia Allentuck are among the scholars who have 
acknowledged the importance of the index, “a marker that does not deceive,” for 
Lavaterian physiognomy. 69 As a result, physiognomy is also frequently described as a 
system of semiotics, a conclusion bolstered by Lavater’s own description of a “divine 
alphabet” in which God writes the true meaning of the world.70 Lavater even uses 
“semiotics” as a term, although he does so in the original medical sense of the word, 
which denotes the study of the signs of illness.  
																																																								
67 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A.M. 
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 Yet Lavater’s object of study is not a text—it is a print. This index is a material 
and visual sign that is impressed on the body, and in this sense it anticipates the theory of 
indexicality first put forward by Charles Sanders Peirce in his 1867 paper “On a New List 
of Categories.” According to Peirce, the index has a direct sensory correlation with that 
which it signifies (a physical causality on which the “truth claim” of the photograph later 
stakes its authority).71 Indeed, the first meaning of “impression” listed in Samuel 
Johnson’s 1791 abridged Dictionary of the English Language is, “the act of pressing one 
body upon another.”72 The scientific validity of Lavaterian physiognomy is not 
guaranteed by man’s perceptual powers (which, in fact, require extensive training), but 
rather by a body that acts as an indexically printed representation of the self. “What 
knowledge is there,” Lavater asks, that is not based on “the relation that exists between 
visible and invisible, the perceptible and imperceptible?” To invoke his printmaking 
terminology, we could add: what knowledge is there that is not based on the relation 
between immaterial truth qua original and its material representation qua copy?  
The epistemological stakes of Lavater’s physiognomic science—and the relation 
it posits between the body, representation, and knowledge—were both clearly articulated 
and emphatically challenged as his text underwent revision and translation. Indeed, the 
very pages of Lavater’s books are imprinted with them. For this reason, close attention 
must be paid to the production and reception of Essays on Physiognomy, which would 
become the largest publication project of the turn of the nineteenth century. Debates 
																																																								
71 I take the term “truth claim” from Tom Gunning, “What’s the Point of an Index? Or, Faking 
Photographs,” NORDICOM Review 5, no. 1/2 (September 2014). 
72 Samuel Johnson, Dictionary of the English Language. Abstracted form the folio, ed. By the 
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about the role and status of visual representation, in particular, illuminate the fault lines 
on which Lavater’s system was built, and allude to a transformation that would have 
profound consequences for future scientific and artistic undertakings.  
3. Lavater in Translation  
The densely tangled publication history of Lavater’s text is partly due to the fact 
that no single, definitive original version of it exists. In 1810 there were at least twenty 
English, sixteen German, fifteen French, and two American editions, in addition to 
translations in Italian and Dutch.73 John Graham notes, “the book was reprinted, abridged, 
summarized, pirated, parodied, imitated, and reviewed so often that it is difficult to 
imagine how a literate person of the time could have failed to have some general 
knowledge of the man and his theories.” 74 By 1840 the market was flooded by almost 
sixty different editions, making it a landmark publication project that was unrivaled in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  
The first German edition was published in four robust folio-sized volumes from 
1775 to 1778 as Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntnis 
und Menschenliebe (printed in Leipzig by Weidmanns, Erben und Reich). Within fifteen 
years at least nine additional German versions were published, although none under the 
direction of Lavater himself. However, he was closely involved with the official French 
translation in the late 1770s, the first three volumes of which appeared between 1781 and 
1786. The final volume did not appear until 1803. Published as Essai sur la 
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physiognomonie, destiné à faire connoître l'homme et à le faire aimer and printed in 
quarto in the Hague, this version was not a faithful translation of the original German text. 
Instead it was based on a drastically rewritten manuscript penned by Lavater that 
significantly reorganized and expanded the text and illustrations. Lavater’s new 
manuscript rendered his first German edition obsolete and would have become the 
definitive original text if not for one hitch: it was only ever published in translation.  
Following the release of the French publication and the international attention it 
drew, two competing translators set to work on what each hoped would be the 
authoritative English version of the book. Lavater’s reputation was such that public 
interest in the text was taken to be self-evident: “We need not introduce M. Lavater to our 
readers: his singular work has carried his name and reputation far beyond the borders of 
his little state, beyond the Alps, and beyond the surrounding seas.”75 The first was 
published in three octavo volumes as Essays on Physiognomy; for the promotion of the 
knowledge and love of mankind; written in the German Language by J.C. Lavater and 
translated into English by Thomas Holcroft from 1789 to 1793. Holcroft did not base his 
edition on Lavater’s original German text nor on the French translation of Lavater’s 
substantially revised manuscript. Instead he translated a German-language abridgement 
overseen by J.M. Armbruster. This austere edition was significantly smaller than its 
French and German predecessors in terms of physical size, quantity of text, and number 
of volumes. It also contained comparatively few illustrations that were copied from the 
French translation. Holcroft’s edition generally received favorable reviews for the fidelity 
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of its translation and the useful abridgment it provided. Moreover, it was considerably 
less expensive than the larger editions and was therefore the preferred choice for 
subsequent down-market reproductions.  
The same year that the first volume of Holcroft’s text appeared, a second English 
translation was also published, this one overseen by Henry Hunter. Essays on 
Physiognomy; designed to promote the knowledge and love of mankind (London: J. 
Murray and S. Highley), a quarto edition comprising five volumes, was released from 
1789 to 1798. The text staged its claim as the definitive English edition on the basis of 
Lavater’s direct involvement. Although Henry Hunter and Thomas Holloway were 
responsible for the text and illustrations, respectively, both were also overseen by Henry 
Fuseli, Lavater’s close friend and erstwhile collaborator. This edition translated Lavater’s 
revised French text, although they expanded the French illustrations to include over 800 
works produced by more than 30 engravers.  
Whereas the Thomas Holcroft edition was condensed, sparsely illustrated, and 
affordable, the Henry Hunter edition was comprehensive, richly illustrated, and a decided 
luxury; many purchased it as a compendium of the greatest illustrators of the day. In his 
lengthy “advertisement” at the beginning of the first volume, Fuseli writes that, “With 
regard to the plates, the artist who engraved them, or superintended those engraved by 
others, has endeavoured, in the first instance, to execute, or to have them executed, with 
the most discriminating exactness and attention.” 76 A 1790 review concurred, praising 
the superior illustrations: “The embellishment of books… by the hand of the engraver is 
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becoming every day more common…. But the present translation of Lavater's Essays on 
Physiognomy is the most truly splendid work that has hitherto appeared from the British 
press.”77 The preeminence of the Henry Hunter edition was guaranteed by the quality of 
its illustrations, whose superiority to the French originals attested to the vigor of the 
British arts. Prominent artists like James Northcote and Thomas Lawrence contributed 
designs to be engraved, while William Blake and James Gillray, among others, executed 
some of the engravings. In 1800 when Monthly Magazine called it “the finest printed 
book which has ever appeared in this or any other country,” several contemporary 
reviews expressed a similar sentiment.78  
The illustrations for Lavater’s books were of singular importance. After all, it was 
a system predicated on the belief that truth is manifested on the visible surface of the 
body. The author’s text was meaningful only insofar as it instructed the reader to 
correctly interpret the visual information presented by the accompanying illustrations. As 
one reviewer put it, if the illustrations were inadequate “the whole work would have been 
a chaos”:  
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In most works where engravings are introduced, the plates can be 
considered as nothing more than mere embellishments. In the work now 
before us this is by no means the case. The plates here are essentially 
necessary: they are indeed the text which the author illustrates; without 
them he would, in many parts, be unintelligible to every reader, but with 
them his meaning is perfectly clear to the most inferior capacity.79 
The very first mention of Lavater’s project in the British press expressed a similar 
sentiment: “It is evident that the principles of this art cannot easily be communicated 
without the assistance of engravings. Accordingly a set of plates constitutes the basis or 
most essential part of the work.”80 Goethe’s mother was even more frank: “What would a 
‘Physiognomy’ be without plates!”81 
4. Bad Impressions   
One of the central claims of this chapter is that the contested status of 
physiognomic illustrations is symptomatic of a deeper epistemological crisis.  Lavater’s 
was a project that was extremely nervous about its images, and not only because they 
served as the principal “text” of the book. The evidentiary status of the visible world was 
paramount to physiognomy as well as the model of empiricism out of which it grew. If a 
printed illustration could not encode and reproduce physiognomic knowledge, how could 
an imprinted body possibly do the same? And if man’s body and the earthly realm he 
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inhabits do not comprise visual, material indices of underlying truth, how could truth ever 
be known? How could anything be known? It was precisely these issues that were at 
stake when Lavater and his collaborators questioned the extent to which the book’s prints 
could accurately illustrate his system.  
Lavater preferred silhouette portraits to other forms of illustration despite the 
relative lack of detail they convey. The value of the silhouette resided in the fact that 
Lavater believed it to be, in his words, “correct because it is the immediate imprint of 
nature.”82 The direct physical causality implicit in the silhouette portrait granted it a 
privileged status—in Lavater’s eyes it was the form of representation that came closest to 
the indexicality of the print. The means of making a silhouette could also be systematized. 
To that end, his books helpfully include a diagram of a “silhouette machine” (fig. 1.4 in 
the German edition) which shows the subject seated behind a screen. A candle set at a 
fixed distance casts a shadow of the subject’s head onto the screen, which is then 
traced.83 (In later editions, this configuration became increasingly mechanized and less 
social—e.g., fig. 1.5.) 
Lavater first asked his childhood friend and compatriot Fuseli to contribute 
illustrations for his text almost ten years before the initial German edition was published. 
Both born in Zurich in 1741, the two had been educated together and later ordained 
together. Their early correspondence is marked by the effusiveness and emotional 
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intensity often attributed to sturm und drang, and indicates that the young men had 
profound affection for one another. Shortly after their ordination in the reformed 
Zwinglian church, Fuseli and Lavater published a pamphlet decrying the corruption of a 
local magistrate. The pamphlet and its resulting scandal drew the attention of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, who called them “young Ciceros.”84 Johann Sulzer invited them to 
Germany to wait for the scandal to abate, and it was there that Fuseli was identified as an 
ideal literary envoy between Great Britain and the German-speaking countries of Europe. 
Upon his arrival in London in 1763, Fuseli was introduced to Joseph Johnson, who would 
later serve as the publisher for Hunter’s English translation of Lavater.  
By 1768, the two men were already quarreling over the illustrations of the first 
German edition. From London Fuseli wrote to Lavater of his struggle to produce designs 
on the small scale necessitated by book printing: “Your request, I hope, is more than 
granted… But to draw the same smaller and with spirit suffers neither my eyes nor my 
tools.”85 In 1769 Fuseli moved to Rome to study the Italian Masters at the urging of Sir 
Joshua Reynolds, where he remained until after the publication of Lavater’s original 
German edition. While Fuseli was in Italy, Lavater grew highly critical of illustrations he 
deemed too idiosyncratic, dramatic, or exaggerated. Fuseli bristled at the interference and 
continued to object to the limitations imposed by the medium:  
I have lost the desire, and perhaps also the ability to shrink great thoughts 
and noble lines within three inches so that they may gleam even in the 
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eyes of a clumsy engraver…. I have made different attempts, but they are 
so far beneath or different from the flame that licks your leaves that I ask 
you to excuse me.86 
Fuseli asserted his artistic autonomy in a very specific form. In order to translate 
Lavater’s textual description into the appropriate image, Fuseli insisted that he be 
allowed to envision it in his own mind. Their conflict deepened and the artist wrote, “the 
greatest mistake that you committed towards me in all your confused subjects is that you 
always acted like my guardian. Know that invention is the soul of a painter…. in order 
for me to execute your images they must flame up in my head and not in yours.”87 
In 1773 Fuseli threatened to quit the project: “I find myself neither applied nor 
skilled (and I speak the truth) to draw physiognomies to go nine to a quarter sheet…. I 
need space, height, depth, length. Whoever wants to excite a storm in a wineglass or to 
weep over a rose, I cannot do it. The passion does not reside in me….”88 With their 
friendship on the verge of a break Lavater relented in 1774, writing, “draw for me 
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whatever you like, —I was a fool to tell you what to draw…. I am writing a 
physiognomical work and all artists refer me to you.”89 In the end, Fuseli contributed just 
one drawing to the initial German edition, whose engravings were overseen by Johann 
Rudolph Schellenberg and Johann Heinrich Lips. Fuseli’s Head of a Dying Man was 
printed as an unsigned stipple engraving by Schellenberg in 1775 (fig. 1.6), and in a 
smaller format, also by Schellenberg, in 1778 (fig. 1.7).  
Fuseli’s dispute with Lavater was renewed in the late 1770s and early 1780s 
during the preparation of the French edition and its subsequent translation by Henry 
Hunter. In 1779 Lavater asked Goethe to contribute some illustrations in Fuseli’s place, 
but Goethe refused, arguing that Fuseli would “certainly express the idea stronger, greater, 
and more accurately.” 90 Fuseli contributed 25 illustrations to Essai sur la 
physiognomonie. Lavater’s expanded and reworked manuscript reflected this shift, and 
included several pages exclusively devoted to a discussion of Fuseli’s art and character.  
Fuseli had a longstanding distrust of engravers, despite—or perhaps because of—
the fact that prints proved instrumental to his professional and financial success.91 He 
later complained to his patron and friend William Roscoe, “If you lose the far leccato 
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[artificial exactness] of the engraver, you gain the hand of the master…All, the best 
engraver can do, is, to mar your work and empty your pocket.”92 His suspicions were 
realized in the French translation, which reproduced his illustrations in poorly executed, 
coarse outline engravings. When Fuseli saw the print of his illustration of Satan in 1779, 
he immediately complained to Lavater: “I'm am sorry that you allowed [the engraver] 
Lips to bedevil my devil even further.”93  
When work on the Henry Hunter translation of the French edition began, Fuseli 
convinced Lavater that the book would have to be quarto rather than folio.94  Fuseli was 
less successful in his request for all of the French engravings to be completely re-
engraved. By the mid-1780s, Fuseli, Lavater, and the publisher Joseph Johnson were 
locked in bitter disputes about the financing and execution of the project. Lavater 
strenuously objected to new engravings. On a practical level, this posed a considerable 
expense. More importantly, Lavater was worried that he would have to re-write some of 
his text to match the updated illustrations. New engravings threatened to destabilize 
whatever tenuous accord existed between the text and illustrations of Essai sur la 
physiognomonie. (As others have noted, the successful combination of the two was 
essential to the project’s success.95) Fuseli was eventually able to have many of the 
French plates re-engraved under the supervision of himself and Holloway, although they 
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included facsimiles of some original illustrations as a concession to Lavater. However, 
Fuseli’s vocal and ongoing mistrust of engravers raised an important question for 
Lavater’s project: was there even such a thing as an accurate copy?  
 Even in the 1770s reviewers had begun to voice misgivings about the authority of 
the copy: “The method of judging by portraits, prints, sketches, and drawings, which are 
so often unfaithful, and in which the smallest variation from the original may produce an 
essential defect in the representation of character, is uncertain and fallacious, and it is 
from these, nevertheless, that M. Lavater has judged, and that the physiognomist must 
judge in a multitude of cases.”96 Many of the text’s physiognomic analyses were based on 
painted or printed representations of famous individuals. British reviewers were 
particularly suspicious of his assessment of Dr. Samuel Johnson in the original 
Physiognomische Fragmente and claimed that Lavater must have been studying “some 
very faulty resemblances.”97 
The copy posed a problem: how could physiognomic knowledge base itself on 
painted or printed portraits if they were prone to error? A 1784 review in the Monthly 
Review agreed that, “copies often not only want the spirit, but distort the features of their 
originals. But, in paintings, copies, or drawings are still more fallacious, as the smallest 
touch of a pencil or of a chisel can spoil the effect and expression of the whole figure.”98  
The text itself voices similar suspicions. For example, Henry Hunter appends a footnote 
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to Lavater’s analysis of a Raphael design, to which Lavater attributes feebleness, disgust, 
and “immoderate tension.” Hunter replies, “Mr. Lavater generally charges glaring defects 
of this kind to the account of the copyist, but here he seems to have deviated from his 
usual mode. –Query, Did he ever see the original, when he speaks with so much 
confidence of the inaccuracy of the Painter?”99  
In 1798 James Gillray published Doublures; or, Striking Resemblances in 
Phisiognomy (fig. 1.8), a caricature that demonstrates how members the Opposition, led 
by Charles James Fox, could quickly come to resemble their villainous alter egos. It also 
mocked Lavater’s claims to the moral transparency of man. Scholars have cited this 
caricature as an expression of the interdependence of portraiture and physiognomy and as 
a demonstration of how slight visual variations produce drastically different 
physiognomic readings.100 However, we might also consider these double-portraits as 
good copies gone bad, as it were. The “double” reproduces the original head, but 
simultaneously transforms it—and not for the better. Gillray studied Lavater’s text and 
engraved one of Fuseli’s illustrations for the Henry Hunter edition, and was therefore 
intimately aware of the need for copies to faithfully resemble their originals in a 
physiognomic system. In Doublures their inability to do so, the ease with which they slip 
into something altogether different, speaks to instability with political, and perhaps also 
epistemological, implications.  
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Lavater discloses his own anxieties about the authority of the copy by openly 
criticizing bad prints. This may have been an attempt to acknowledge and therefore 
mitigate the text’s problematic reliance on second-hand visual evidence. For example, of 
a portrait of William Shakespeare, he writes, “ A copy of a copy: add, if you please, a 
spiritless vapid outline. How deficient must all outlines be! Among ten thousand can one 
be found that is exact? Where is the outline that can portray genius?”101 The “outline” 
engraving was inexpensive to produce but visually schematic and inexpressive. In his 
zeal to demonstrate his awareness of their formal disadvantages, Lavater has implied, 
perhaps inadvertently, that they are inherently imprecise. The outline engraving was most 
frequently used in the Holcroft edition but also found in the Hunter translation and the 
German and French originals.  
Throughout the text Lavater frequently assigns blame to his engravers and 
bemoans the impossibility of finding a true likeness. In the French edition, for example, 
he goes so far as to announce the impossibility for likenesses to be identical to each other. 
Try to trace the shadow of the same profile five or six times, he says, and then compare 
the results once they are reduced to miniatures—the differences you inevitably find 
demonstrate not only the impossibility of precise reproduction but also the inability of the 
pencil, let alone the burin, to capture a true likeness of the original profile.102 
Lavater argues that art, like all human activity, is confined to imitation. A review 
of the French translation summarizes his view of art as follows: 
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In a word, to imitate or copy is, according to our author, the study, the nature 
of art and from the cradle to the grave [man] does nothing but by imitation. 
He creates nothing, not even images; for every image supposes a model. 
…The painter, says he, copies of, imitates the masters, who have taught him 
the age in which he has lived, the objects that surround him; he copies 
himself also… The most beautiful works of art suppose, therefore, always 
prototypes in nature still more beautiful….every ideal production, however 
mastery and sublime, is no more, when analyzed to its first principles, than 
the reproduction of sensations that have previously affected us….103  
Artistic production is itself a form of copying—a qualification that is very important for 
his reading of Fuseli’s illustrations. The passage also serves as a reminder that Lavater 
believed that the status of the image, and in particular the relationship between copy and 
original, speaks to the broader possibilities and limitations of human experience. 
Lavaterian physiognomy relies on the correspondence of visible appearance and 
inner truth, a correspondence he consistently discusses in the language of printmaking. In 
the most practical terms, Lavater’s text assumes a reciprocity between looking at a print 
and looking at a body: the reader is asked to draw conclusions from the former as if he 
were in the presence of the latter. These acts are so comparable that Lavater bases 
conclusive physiognomic analyses on printed and painted portraits with the same 
confidence as those conducted in person.  
This alignment is more than just a strategy for disseminating knowledge within 
the material constraints of book printing. Physiognomy expressed a worldview that was 
profoundly dedicated to the idea that the visible world serves as a “good copy” of its 
invisible, interior contents. A correspondence, moreover, implicit in seventeenth-century 
models of empiricism—although not necessarily understood in the language of 
printmaking. When Fuseli called for the French prints to be re-engraved, when the British 
																																																								
103 “Book Review,” Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal (June 1784): 545. 
 45 
press criticized faulty portraits, and when Lavater bemoaned the inability of the outline 
engraving to represent true likeness, they were debating the status of visual evidence 
more broadly. These issues came to a head in the Hunter English translation. Variant 
copies proliferate, the discord between text and image deepens, and a series of 
illustrations by Fuseli begin to openly challenge the premise on which the text is based—
the relationship it supposed between body and knowledge, and between copy and original.  
5. A text that speaks against itself 
When Fuseli asked for French illustrations to be reengraved, the potential 
misalignment of image and text worried Lavater. That relationship was already under 
considerable pressure from the growing number of translations and abridgements that 
modified Lavater’s original text. However, the incommensurability of visual and 
discursive structures posed a problem on a more abstract level, too, for physiognomy 
assumes that visual indices are fully available to textual explication. In his 1766 Laocoön, 
Lessing had recently argued that painting and poetry should be, “two equitable 
neighbouring powers, who permit not that the one should presume to take unbecoming 
freedom within the heart of the dominions of the other, yet on their frontiers practice a 
mutual forbearance….”104 Foucault mined the implicit conflict in this passage and instead 
described the relationship between image and text as “a whole series of intersections—or 
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rather attacks launched by one against the other, arrows shot at the enemy target, 
enterprises of subversion and destruction, lance blows and wounds, a battle.”105  
Fuseli and Lessing knew of, and wrote about, each other. In his writings on art 
Fuseli appeared to agree with Lessing that visual and discursive modes should be distinct 
but collaborative. 106 Yet according to Goethe, Fuseli’s view may have been closer to that 
of Foucault. The poet wrote in 1800, “With Fuseli, poetry and painting are always at war 
with one another….”107 Nowhere is this discord more explicitly and relentlessly made 
evident than in the pages of the book itself. In paying close attention to the exchanges 
between Fuseli and Lavater that are printed in the Henry Hunter translation, we find a 
text that speaks against itself.  
Lavater’s text in Essai sur la physiognomonie is often highly critical of Fuseli’s 
illustrations. Essays on Physiognomy, rather extraordinarily, stages a series of rebuttals to 
these critiques even as it translates them. Fuseli and Hunter include a series of footnotes 
and captions that identify errors in both Lavater’s text and the French engravings on 
which it is based—a feature alluded to in reviews: “The improvements in the plates, here 
mentioned, are particularly pointed out in the progress of the work. Whether the liberties 
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taken in some instances are completely justified, or will meet the approbation of M. 
Lavater, we have some doubts.”108  
Lavater introduces Fuseli to the reader through a physiognomic analysis of his 
portraits (figs. 1.9, by Thomas Lawrence, and 1.10). He praises Lawrence’s depiction, 
which he describes as a faithful interpretation of nature.109 “It was hardly possible,” 
Lavater begins, “to catch all the spirit of a face so original; but the copy is a sufficient 
proof that the designer was filled with his object.”110 He continues, “The curve which 
describes the profile in whole…indicates an energetic character…. The forehead by its 
contours and position is more suited to the poet than the thinker; I perceive in it more 
force than gentleness, the fire of imagination, rather than the coolness of reason.”111  
Despite the suggestion of precision in the lines of the mouth, Lavater notes that “it 
costs the Original the greatest effort to give the finishing touch to the smallest piece.”112 
This laxity portends an even graver artistic shortcoming: “Though formed to feel it, he 
seldom reaches the sublime. Nature intended him for a great poet, a great painter, a great 
orator; but, to borrow his own words, ‘inexorable fate does not always proportion the will 
to our powers.’”113 The text then proceeds to a lengthy discussion of Fuseli’s illustrations, 
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to which Lavater attributes “rather a sort of tension, which in truth is not common.”114 
“Spectres, demons, and madmen; fantoms, exterminating angels; murders and acts of 
violence—such are his favourite objects; and yet,” the author adds affectionately, “no one 
loves with more tenderness.”115  
The errors in Fuseli’s first illustration, Brutus (fig. 1.11), are given to the engraver. 
Lavater writes, “Here is, first, a Brutus, at the instant when the ghost appears to him. The 
copy has been cruelly disfigured, especially in what regards the mouth and the root of the 
nose; but whatever may be its faults, a vigorous mind alone could have seized a character 
of such force.”116 On the next page the viewer finds a French facsimile of Mary Sister of 
Martha (fig. 1.12), followed by a 1792 revision engraved by Holloway (fig. 1.13). 
Lavater objects to the coarseness of the forehead, nose, and lips, “but this fault must be 
imputed to the copyer, and we must still admit that this mouth preserves an air of 
devotion, languor, and tenderness.”117 At the bottom of the page a footnote references 
Fuseli’s direct involvement in remedying a poor French copy of his original painting: 
“The painter has been consulted, with respect to this subject, and has endeavoured to 
regain what was lost or disfigured by the engraver of the head in the French edition.” It 
also openly acknowledges that the new illustration creates a dissonance between text and 
																																																								
114 Ibid., 289. 
115 Ibid., 288. 
116 Ibid., 282. 
117 Ibid., 283. 
 49 
image: “It is left to the reader to determine, whether the criticisms of the author, or 
spurious deformities, were worth retaining at the expense of propriety and beauty?”118  
The caption under the illustration explicitly voices Fuseli’s disapproval and 
explains the necessity of including variant copies: “This print is engraved after an entirely 
new drawing by Mr. Fuseli, he being unwilling that the preceding outline should pass as 
his idea of Mary. But Mr. Lavater’s remarks rendered it necessary to the English editor to 
give a facsimile of the French engraving.”119 The tone is decidedly less collaborative in 
the case of Martha Hess (fig. 1.14), a portrait in which Lavater finds almost nothing to 
praise.  Holloway’s engraving was based on a study (fig. 1.15) now at the Wellcome 
Library, evidence that Fuseli re-drew some of his illustrations for English engravers. The 
caption, once again engraved onto the plate rather than appended as a footnote, reads, “If 
the author’s criticisms should to the English reader appear unfounded on comparing the 
text with the plate, he is informed that the designer of the original head claims the right of 
restoring his own lines and leaves the engraver to the French edition in full possession of 
the censure.”120 In effect, the original text has been based on a bad copy that can only be 
corrected at the expense of textual legibility—Lavater’s text is right, but only about the 
wrong image.  
The author’s discussion of Fuseli is even more critical of the subsequent 
illustrations, where he implies that Fuseli’s willful exaggeration of form is tantamount to 
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criticise the eye, and especially the upper eye-lid. This trait is evidently extravagant, 
affected, and destitute of truth; it conveys, however, the idea of the designer.”121 Here 
Lavater leaves no ambiguity as to who is responsible for the defect—it is Fuseli and not 
the engraver. Lavater laments that a man with such genius “will not take the trouble to 
study attentively every part of the face after nature.” For, “without the truth of nature 
genius sinks to little or nothing….” 122 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Fuseli vehemently objected to this passage. He appends 
an asterisk to “the idea of the designer,” and directs the reader to a footnote at the bottom 
of the page that accuses the author of misunderstanding or misrepresenting the subject of 
the image:  
The designer of this head was in company with Mr. Lavater when he 
sketched it: whist he was talking, he amused himself with drawing some 
unpremeditated lines on the paper before him—Mr. Lavater liked them, and 
the artist gave his design a certain finish. Having totally forgotten the 
drawing of that moment, he feels himself above defending what appears 
merely to be a caricature of a Guido’s manner—the foreign engraver has 
done what was in his power to make it worse. Mr. Lavater, rather fancifully, 
has thought proper to call it St. John the Baptist.123  
 
The image, which must have been sketched when Fuseli visited Zurich on his return from 
Rome in 1779, does not, according to the artist, represent St. John at all. Lavater’s 
assessment of the image is therefore compromised. Moreover, Lavater has mistaken the 
caricature of a mere guido (or, “guy”), an absent-minded sketch no less, for “the lamb of 
																																																								




God” in “the ecstasy of contemplation.”124 This is a rather grievous error for a Christian 
minister, and especially for one who has staked his career on his ability to read faces. At 
worst, the author has purposefully misled the reader; at best, he has merely been 
incompetent.  
Related acts of misidentification take place in a discussion of two Fuseli 
illustrations based on Old Master paintings. The author neglects to mention that Head of 
Christ (fig. 1.17), which he describes as a savage “assemblage of traits absolutely 
heterogeneous,” is not even an original work by Fuseli. A footnote reads, “this head is not 
a design of Mr. Fuseli’s, but copied by him from an ancient picture of Andrea Verrocchio. 
He is unwilling it should pass with the British public as his idea of Christ. H.H.”125 In 
contrast, when Lavater does note that Fuseli has copied a work from a famous source, he 
seems unaware of the significant changes that have been made. Christ at the Sepulchre 
(fig. 1.18), a bold reworking of Raphael’s Entombment, is acknowledged by Lavater to be 
a “copy.” A footnote, again signed with the translator’s initials, counters that “whoever 
chooses to compare this copy with the original will find that all of it does not belong to 
Raphael.”126 In both cases, the author appears unable to distinguish between originals and 
copies.  
Henry Hunter’s footnotes and Thomas Holloway’s engraved captions repeatedly 
draw the reader’s attention to the contentious status of the illustrations and their 
consonance with the text. The misgivings voiced by Lavater’s critics, which repeatedly 
																																																								
124 Ibid. 
125 Ibid., 293. 
126 Ibid., 295. 
 52 
invoked the inherent inaccuracies of both artistic representation and engraved 
reproduction, have been quite literally inserted into the text itself. These editorial 
intrusions appear to be a response to maladroit outline engravings from the French Essai, 
but they also create divergent imperatives: an image can resemble the “original” Fuselian 
design or the “original” Lavaterian text. The more closely a copy is aligned with one, the 
greater threat it poses to the other.  
This was not simply a logistical conflict about the contingencies of book printing, 
for the relationship between original and copy, “superficies and contents; body, and 
spirit; exterior effect, and internal power; invisible beginning, and visible ending,” serves, 
according to Lavater, as the basis for human knowledge. The conflict becomes 
particularly pressing when we recall that the language of printmaking is central to how 
Lavater envisions the correspondence of visible appearance and inner truth. The 
exchange registered on the pages of Essays, as a debate about what makes a good copy or 
print, is therefore also a debate about the legibility of the material world, about how the 
world is made visible and comprehensible to man. The greatest challenge offered by the 
Henry Hunter translation does not reside in the text; fittingly, it is impressed onto the 
pages of the book itself.   
6. Visible obscurities  
Fuseli’s illustrations for Lavater, which are indeed “impressions” of a different 
order, undermine the pictorial conventions deployed by the rest of the illustrations. He 
offers, instead, illustrations that are formally ambiguous, narratives that are illegible, and 
bodies that are opaque to physiognomic analysis. Such images do not uphold Lavater’s 
claims for an indexical correspondence between the world’s perceptible surface and its 
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imperceptible interior. To what extent, then, do they affirm to the epistemological system 
such a correspondence underwrites?  
 The early editions of Lavater’s text contain a relatively consistent set of 
illustrations including portraits, diagrams, and small decorative vignettes. Particular 
weight is given to indexical representational mediums such as the shadow (e.g., fig. 1.19) 
and the death mask (e.g., fig. 1.20).127 Fuseli’s Four Heads from Dante’s Hell (fig. 1.21) 
mimic the arrangement of conventional portraits found elsewhere in the book. The viewer 
is presented with four different heads, each depicting a sinner experiencing “the most 
horrible sufferings.”128 The shadow cast by the third head recalls that of the anonymous 
double-portrait (fig. 1.19), but in this case the shadow is a superfluous visual detail, 
providing no additional information. Fuseli painted an initial sketch of this head on 
canvas between 1770 and 1778 (fig. 1.22). The verso of that painting displays another 
head (fig. 1.23), this one belonging to the first sinner, on the left on the page. Holloway’s 
study for the heads (fig. 1.24) may have also served as the basis for a folio-sized 
engraving later produced by William Blake (fig. 1.25).  
This illustration hardly seems suited to a physiognomic text—the dramatic 
foreshortening of the face obscures the very features to which Lavater’s analytical system 
could be applied. The figure’s head is cast backwards violently, exposing the tumescent, 
pulsating surface of this throat—an evocation of virility as well as a state of intense 
exposure. The flatter expanse of his neck rises upwards to meet the head, forming only 
the slightest hint of an ear: a sense evoked only in its absence. The figure’s engorged lips 
																																																								
127 For more on this, see Stoichita, “Johann Caspar Lavater's ‘Essays on Physiognomy’ and the 
Hermeneutics of Shadow.”  
128 Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Henry Hunter, vol. II, 290. 
 54 
are parted to reveal, in the center of the image, the fleshy cavern of his mouth. The 
diagonal that grows from the base of the throat propels itself forward into the bulbous tip 
of the figure’s nose, into whose distended form the nostrils are folded.  
Fuseli had studied Michelangelo’s frescoes in the Sistine Chapel while living in 
Rome. The similarities are particularly striking between this sinner and the Renaissance 
artist’s depiction of the Prophet Jonah, whose head is dramatically foreshortened as if 
seen from below (fig. 1.26). Unlike Fuseli’s head, Michelangelo’s Jonah can be identified 
through attributes (e.g., an improbably large fish) and he is fixed both within the 
representational framework of the chapel and the narrative world of Judeo-Christian 
mythology. Yet the same head has an entirely different meaning when uprooted from this 
context. Despite the striking resemblance, Fuseli asks us to analyze this as the head of a 
sinner rather than a prophet and assign it considerably different traits. Perhaps the most 
curious feature of this image is the way in which the eyes, appearing as if they have 
begun to slip away from this diagonal vector, are rent open. The eyes lack iris and pupil, 
and are similarly obscured on the faces of the third and fourth sinners. Their evident 
blindness prevents them from occupying the subject-position invoked by Lavater’s text, 
as one who knows and is known in a field of reciprocal visibility.  
Fuseli depicts several figures that are similarly excluded from this field. Although 
they are sighted they do not see or comprehend to the world around them. Recalling the 
dramatic suffering of the first and second sinners, these figures are possessed by extreme 
psychic states. A Scene at the Hospital of S. Spirito at Rome (fig. 1.27) depicts a sick man 
refusing the ministrations of several priests who appear to be offering the last rites. 
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Driven by what seems to be a hallucinatory frenzy, he has risen from the bed in the 
background and propels himself towards the shadowy obscurity at the right of the plate.  
The image of S. Spirito is bisected by a strong diagonal thrust of robed attendants 
which culminates with their cross and aspergillum (used to spray holy water). The 
protagonist is caught in a visual tangle of contradicting forces. The upward motion of his 
leg and torso echo the diagonal line of priests, and a single free arm reaches in 
desperation to the darkness at the far right. His face, which is only partially visible, 
resembles that of the sinners, with its tremulous brow, protruding nose, animated 
expression, and sneering lips. Looking up at him is a dramatically foreshortened attendant, 
who provides vertical support and reaches a single arm across his torso. Straining against 
this directional motion, the lateral pull of the madman’s robes draw the viewer’s eyes 
back to the priests. His physical restraints are recreated in formal terms.    
This man exhibits a psychological and perceptual break with his environment. It 
is perhaps not a coincidence that this image served as the model for Fuseli’s Vision of the 
Lazar-House (see fig. 1.28), painted decades later for his Milton Gallery. A lazar House, 
synonymous with a leper colony, is home to deranged minds and diseased bodies and 
presided over by Death in Paradise Lost. Foucault associates the lazar house with the 
Renaissance conception of madness, of which he writes, “meaning is no longer read in an 
immediate perception, the figure no longer speaks for itself; between the knowledge 
which animates it and the form into which it is transposed, a gap widens…Thus the 
image is burdened with supplementary meanings, and forced to express them. And 
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dreams, madness, the unreasonable can also slip into this excess of meaning.”129 In 
Foucault’s history these effects are suppressed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
as madness is medicalized and relocated to the hospital. In the context of eighteenth-
century physiognomy, however, they remain very relevant: Fuseli’s evocations of 
madness are precisely concerned with a dissonant relationship between visual 
representation and “the knowledge which animates it.” 
After Fuseli’s Milton Gallery opened in 1799, the nascent British Institute 
solicited some prints by Fuseli for exhibition and sale. According to John Knowles, 
Fuseli’s biographer, “The leading members of the Institution hesitated to admit that 
admirable production of his pencil, ‘The Lazar-house,’ considering the subject too 
terrible for the public eye; and they had three meetings before they came to the resolution 
of exhibiting it.”130  
Many of Fuseli’s protagonists cannot or will not participate in the forms of 
looking and showing prized by Lavater. In Ezzelin…musing over the body of Meduna, 
slain by him for infidelity during his absence in the Holy Land (fig. 1.29), Ezzelin sits in 
the center of the illustration surrounded by objects of religious devotion. Below him lies 
his slain lover, whose supine form contrasts his upright, brawny figure. The arrangement 
betrays a degree of intimacy and familiarity, his left foot resting between her slightly 
parted legs. The muscular certitude of his lower body, complemented by the hard lines of 
his suggestively placed sword, disappears in his torso. The fabric around his chest 
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slackens, his neck leans forwards, and the curving lines of his arms clutch the fabric of 
his pants on the right and support his drooping head on the left. Ezzelin, like the madman 
of S. Spirito, is possessed by an interior psychic state; his vacant stare suggests that he 
experiences a form of sighted blindness, a consciousness that sees without 
comprehending. Lavater writes that the hero has not yet acknowledged the deed “in all its 
blackness: and even after the fatal blow, he does not yet feel it in all its enormity.”131  
Fuseli’s illustrative schema is rife with strategies of obfuscation. In Brutus (fig. 
1.30) and Satan (fig. 1.31), he once again invokes acts of seeing that do not put the 
subject in possession of more knowledge. They are also scenes that frustrate Lavater’s 
expectations of—or at least hope for—a visually self-evident world. Brutus, the first 
Fuseli illustration presented in the fragment, ostensibly resembles the book’s other 
engraved busts. Brutus is shown “at the instant when the Ghost appears to him…. The 
terror painted on his face announces a soul filled with agitation and uneasiness, yet still 
possessing itself sufficiently to think and reflect.”132 The plate, on the facing page, shows 
the neck and head of Brutus against a grey shaded ground. The reader would presumably 
be familiar with the scene from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, in which Caesar’s ghost 
appears before Brutus and warns him of his impending defeat in battle. The self-
possession Lavater assigns to Brutus rings false in the illustration, who is shown with a 
vacant, unfocused stare and partly creased brow.  
Both Brutus and Satan depict the drama of an unexpected sight, but neither image 
makes the cause of this response available to the viewer. Caesar appears to be situated 
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somewhere behind and above the viewer’s left shoulder, placing the viewer in an 
unsavory position between a ghost and the man who killed him. Like Brutus, Satan is 
surprised by what he sees. Lavater’s text notes that Satan’s eyes, “menacing from rage 
and malignity…are at the same time disturbed by fear. That look indicates agitation from 
some unexpected discovery.”133 Satan’s power is evoked through the muscular virility of 
his neck, which expands from the bottom of the image. In its scale and the breadth of its 
visible surface, it rivals the compact detail of the face. The neck, however, provides no 
visual details of physiognomic relevance, offering only a suggestive anatomical pulsing. 
A frenzy of curling hair surrounds the head, jutting up from the scalp and tumbling down 
the sides of the face, a swirl of cascading lines that are uncoiled at the base of the neck.  
Satan’s lips, which the engraver has taken pains to reproduce as an expression of 
“contempt instead of fear,” pucker in a sneer. The facial details are concentrated around 
the nose and brow, whose surface is contorted by rippling pockets of flesh. The eyes are 
unusually round, their pupils dilated and lids pulled back widely, perhaps in response to 
the “unexpected discovery” before them. Like Brutus, Satan’s eyes are cast to the text on 
the facing page. Fuseli evokes a specific narrative moment of recognition, an instance 
where something appears, unexpectedly, to the protagonist. However, the viewer is 
emphatically denied access to this narrative context because it lies beyond the limits of 
his vision. This structure registers on the one hand a kind of seeing that produces 
responses of shock and fear, and on the other hand a field of events and activities that are 
not visually self-evident, that exist beyond the reader’s sensory access.  
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Several detailed nudes are numbered among Fuseli’s illustrations. However, they 
belong to subjects who are insensate or dead, and—for all their detailed musculature—
they offer little in the way of physiognomic knowledge. The Witch of Endor (fig. 1.3) 
depicts a biblical scene in which King Saul attempts to communicate with the dead 
prophet Samuel. Spurned by God for his continued disobedience, Saul turns to a spiritual 
medium to contact the prophet. Once summoned, the spirit of Samuel predicts that Saul 
will die the following day. Fuseli presents the moment in which the heroic Saul faints, 
either upon viewing the resurrected prophet or hearing of his imminent death. On the far 
left we find Samuel, his face and drapery brightly illuminated by the witch’s flame. The 
light obscures any visual detail in Samuel’s figure, and also casts a glow on the medium’s 
outstretched hand. An emphatic lateral line, accented and crisscrossed by the symmetrical 
swells of her robe, visually connects Samuel and Saul. In contrast to Samuel’s upright 
posture and visual stability, Saul’s body sprawls along a diagonal, propped up by an 
attendant. Plunged into the passivity of unconsciousness, Saul’s formidable musculature 
is exposed and intractable. His head is thrown back, exposing his neck and chin while 
totally concealing his face, and his arms are flung about limply.  
Despite his heroic attributes and evident physical strength, Saul is incapacitated 
by an object of his vision. This process has also undermined our own visual access to the 
piece. His face is totally obscured, as are the visible surfaces that encode physiognomic 
truth: a precisely rendered profile with a defined ear, nose, lips, and brow. Even other 
articulate body parts—hands, feet, teeth—are not shown in sufficient detail to be 
interpreted within Lavater’s system. Instead, Fuseli’s heroes have been physically or 
psychically incapacitated by the events that unfold before them—they have fainted upon 
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beholding a ghost, they are possessed by fear and surprise, and they are in the throes of 
intense affective states or physical pain.  
Fuseli’s Abel is similarly endowed with formidable musculature and yet lacking 
key facial details. The Death of Abel (fig. 1.32) is based on the Hebrew Bible’s account 
of the world’s first murder, which was carried out by Abel’s brother Cain. Abel’s left arm 
is cast backwards, yet another compositional strategy that obscures facial detail. In this 
illustration, Fuseli draws out contrasts between visual appearance and underlying state. 
For example, the visual surface of Abel’s body is dynamic—alive and rippling with 
pockets of flesh that billow from his thigh to his underarm. The sinuous drapery that 
snakes around the figure draws the eye under, through, up, and over his body. These 
dynamic, extravagant details create a formal state that could not be farther from the truth: 
below its active surface, the body will never again be active. A common engraving 
technique is deployed to a related end. Because Abel’s body is set against a black ground, 
the paper itself makes up his flesh. The muscles are outlined through stippling, a 
technique whereby small dots or dashes are cut into the plate. Stippling reproduces the 
effect of an engraved line, but is in fact discontinuous (fig. 1.33). The more complete 
Abel’s body appears, the more his paper flesh is punctuated. And as detail accumulates, 
the figure itself dissolves.  
This pair of headless bodies is complemented by a pair of bodiless heads that 
fulfill Lavater’s imperative to “collect heads” for study. Fuseli’s Salome (fig. 1.34) 
depicts the daughter of Herodias, who indirectly brings about the beheading of St. John 
the Baptist. Salome dances before her stepfather, Herod, and asks for the head as a 
reward.  At the center of the image stands Salome, who reaches out to grab the hair of St. 
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John’s head, which is presented on a platter by a reluctant attendant. The French original 
(fig. 1.35), an outline engraving, lacks many of the visual details of the Holloway copy. 
Attention is drawn to the head of St. John through his hair, which is the darkest and most 
detailed part of the print. The French version, reproduced as a facsimile in the Henry 
Hunter text, depicts the head of St. John in profile. Fuseli and Holloway oversaw a 
revision of the print, modifying the composition to obscure the visible surface prized 
above all others in Lavater’s system: the profile.  
Engraved by James Gillray, Fuseli’s Executioner Displaying the Head of John the 
Baptist (also referred to as Rechab with the Head of Ishbosheth, fig. 1.36) bears an 
uncertain relationship with Salome on the facing page. Lavater does not discuss it in the 
text, although the viewer is clearly invited to compare the two images of beheading. In 
this image, Fuseli finally delivers the legible contour of the profile, the very thing he 
repeatedly denies the reader in the preceding plates. But unlike the tidy profiles found 
elsewhere in the text, this one is dripping with blood. The entire composition serves as a 
foil to Mme. de Stael holding a bust (fig. 1.37). The viewer finds a dramatic vignette full 
of activity and emotion instead of a composed silhouette representing a moment of 
contemplation. The attendant’s arrival is sudden, for one of his feet still trails behind the 
threshold of a doorway. His defined physique is tense and his free arm points upward, a 
gesture of exclamation, but also a visual signpost that draws the viewer’s eye to the text 
above it. The attendant’s head can be seen in profile: a strong jaw, full and slightly parted 
lips, an elongated curve of a nose, wide eyes, and a jutting brow. He holds the bloody 
head by its hair, and its features are slack and inexpressive in contrast. The nondescript 
background inhabited by the figure complicates any attempt to identify the narrative 
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context of the image. Moreover, it creates a slippage between the space of the scene and 
that of the page on which it is impressed. The image invites a dialogue with the textual 
field by literally pointing to it, and it almost appears as if the attendant is placing the head 
onto the printed page rather than holding it aloft in the non-space of the image. Fuseli 
finally presents the reader with the primary focus of the entire text: the head. However, 
he embeds this head in a narrative of dismemberment.  
Fuseli’s illustrations depict scenes uprooted from a narrative context. Or, 
alternatively, a narrative is clearly implied and yet visually withheld from the viewer. 
Several of his heroes are literally or effectively blinded, and those who can see are 
incapacitated by objects of their vision. They are physically or psychically vulnerable, 
overly affected by their surroundings.  Fuseli gives us bodies without heads and heads 
without bodies, undermining Lavaterian claims to a metonymic, cohesive, or self-
identical body. The physiognomic portrait, the genre upon which the entire text is based, 
is reimagined as an act of decapitation. 
In this context, the comparison of Mme. de Stael and Executioner alludes to a 
more significant divergence between Fuseli’s illustrations and Lavater’s physiognomic 
system. Mme. de Stael and the bust she holds face one another as if participating in an 
exchange. (Recall the title’s imperative: “to Promote the Knowledge and Love of 
Mankind.”) The live woman and the sculpted representation are flattened into a single, 
unified silhouette. On some level, the distinction between a physically present body and a 
visually presented body means little to Lavater, so long as the latter is a “good copy.” Yet 
from the outset of his publication project Lavater confronted numerous kinds of copies 
that did not resemble their originals with any meaningful precision. Fuseli’s Executioner 
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steps across a physical threshold and demands a response. He holds a bloodied profile 
with one hand and points up towards the text with the other. Although the panic writ 
large across the executioner’s face must derive from an unidentified narrative context, it 
is worth wondering whether or not this panic could also be a response to a broader 
untethering of visual superficies and invisible contents?  
 Fuseli’s illustrations are not only unfit for physiognomic analysis, they undermine 
the very premise upon which such an analysis would be based. Even contemporary 
readers registered the dramatic incompatibility of Fuseli’s illustrations and Lavater’s 
text.134 The face and body do not coincide with legibility or meaning, and attempts to 
read them are systematically frustrated. In the place of Mme. de Stael’s self-possessed 
contemplation whereby the physiognomist comes to know herself and her world, Fuseli 
describes confusion, madness, terror, and unconsciousness. The viewer himself is 
similarly confused, for he engages in acts of viewing and reading that do not produce 
knowledge, nor they reaffirm one another.  
7. Impressed upon the Countenance 
Of course, Fuseli’s bodies are literal prints and Lavater’s are metaphorical ones. 
However, contemporaneous sources indicate that the distinction between various uses of 
the term “impression” was far from fixed. In reviewing some of the contexts in which 
that term was used, I hope to suggest that Lavater’s reliance on a concept of indexical 
impression was more multivalent and pervasive than we might assume. Fuseli himself 
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repeatedly invokes the “impression” to describe the means by which art is received, 
suggesting a slippage between the literal impression of the print, its effect on a viewer, 
and the broader epistemological claims of the text. In his lectures as Professor of Painting 
at the Royal Academy, for example, he claims that, “the aim of the epic painter is to 
impress one general idea” on its viewer.135 He later describes the power of visual 
cohesiveness in the work of Michelangelo: “waves approach, arrive, retreat, but in their 
rise and fall…impress us only with the image of the power that raises them.” However, 
cohesiveness should not come at the expense of invention; better that a painting be 
heterogeneous than empty if “gratification of the eye be a first indispensable duty” of art 
“that can impress us only by that organ.”136 Fuseli also uses the term to describe the 
broader impact of a work on the viewing public, the degree to which it draws attention. 
For example, in his introductory essay in the Analytical Review, he describes the 
misperception of the Infant Hercules Strangling Serpents by Joshua Reynolds (1786), “if 
we may judge from the impressions it made during its exhibition.”137  
Lavater argues that a great deal could be learned from man based on his response 
to art. This is exemplified in his inclusion of an illustration (found in the original German, 
French, and English editions as well as many subsequent abridgements) depicting four 
men responding to a single work of art. This illustration is first found on the title page of 
the fourth volume of Physiognomische Fragmente (fig. 1.38) but is described in 
subsequent editions of the text (e.g., fig. 1.39); the viewer is invited “to discover in it the 
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four temperaments, from the different impressions produced by the same picture, on these 
four personages.”138  
By the late eighteenth century, the “impression” had accumulated a rich and dense 
network of meanings. Ian Watts has noted that the term originally connoted the physical 
impression of a printed book, but acquired a psychological meaning in the eighteenth 
century with the writings of David Hume.139 Contemporaneous dictionaries suggest that 
the history of the word was even more complex, bringing together multiple discourses 
and pervading everyday speech. Samuel Johnson’s abridged Dictionary of the English 
Language from 1792 defines the impression as: “1. The act of pressing one body upon 
another. Locke. 2. Mark made by pressure, stamp. Shakesp. 3. Image fixed to the mind. 
Swift. 4. Operation, influence. Clarendon. 5. Edition; number printed at once; one course 
of printing. Dryden. 6. Effect of an attack. Wotton.”140 
The Encyclopédie, by which Lavater was greatly influenced, defines l’impression 
as, “the mark of the action of one body on another… The seal leaves its impression on 
wax. Exterior objects make impressions on our senses. The impressions received during 
youth resemble marks carved into the bark of a tree… The word impression has hundreds 
of other meanings, both literal and figurative.”141 The word also features prominently in 
discussions of sensation, will, and cognition. Pensée, or thought, comprises “everything 
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that the soul experiences, either by external impressions or by reflection… Perception is 
the impression that objects in our presence produce. Sensation is the same impression but 
it arrives via the senses.”142 These definitions demonstrate the adjacency of a narrow and 
limited understanding of the impression as the result of physical contact, a kind of 
indexical mark, to a wide range of objects and procedures: the printed book, the engraved 
illustration, the impact of something on the mind, even the very mechanisms of thought 
and perception.  
The debate surrounding Lavater’s text engages with many of the layers of 
meaning evoked by these definitions.  In the most technical sense, the various editions are 
print runs, or “impressions,” which are illustrated by engraved plates, or “impressions.” 
Within these books, Lavaterian physiognomy instructs the reader to examine man’s face, 
which has been “impressed,” or marked, with his inner traits. The fidelity of this 
correspondence demonstrates a deeper, divinely assured correlation between the visible 
appearance and invisible reality of the natural world. The truth of this system is 
“impressed” upon, or made evident to, the reader through the successful combination of 
text and illustration.  
Johnson’s definition cites the work of John Locke, who evokes the impression in 
his account of cognition. Like members of the Analytical Review circle to which Fuseli 
belonged, Locke argues against the existence of innate ideas. He suggests that the mind is 
a blank slate or tabula rasa, and that all human knowledge is derived from sensory 
experience. Lavater echoed that sentiment when he wrote that, “all the knowledge we can 
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obtain of man must be gained through the medium of our senses.”143 In his 1689 Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding, Locke supports this claim by demonstrating that 
those with mental deficiencies do not know or understand certain concepts. Therefore, 
they cannot have been “naturally impressed”:  
If…children and idiots have souls, have minds, with those impressions 
upon them, they must unavoidably perceive them, and necessarily know 
and assent to these truths; which, since they do not, it is evident that there 
are no such impressions. For if they are not notions naturally imprinted, 
how can they be innate? And if they are notions imprinted, how can they 
be unknown?144 
Note that Locke’s argument rests on the total correspondence between impression and 
knowledge: if an impression exists in the mind, it must be known. Because certain truths 
are not known to the mentally defective, impressions thereof are not innate. His 
description of the tabula rasa further tempts one to read the process of acquiring 
knowledge as that of being literally imprinted on, as the pages of the book.  
The most elaborate and systematic consideration of the “impression” in 
eighteenth-century philosophy was undertaken by David Hume. In his 1748 Enquiry 
Concerning Human Understanding, he defines two components of cognition: the 
impression and the idea. The “impression,” a term he uses “in a sense somewhat different 
from the usual,” refers to “all our more lively perceptions, when we hear, or see, or feel, 
or love, or hate, or desire, or will. And Impressions are distinguished from ideas, which 
are the less lively perceptions, of which we are conscious, when we reflect on any of 
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those sensations or movements above mentioned.”145 In other words, all ideas are rooted 
in an internal or external impression or sensation. “It seems a proposition,” he later 
remarks, “which will not admit of much dispute, that all our ideas are nothing but copies 
of our impressions, or, in other words, that it is impossible for us to think of any thing, 
which we have not antecedently felt.”146 He frequently describes the copy as less vivid 
and lively than the initial impression. Although Lavater does not share Hume’s 
skepticism for the possibility of human certainty, he does echo the notion that thought, 
like art, takes the form of a copy. According to Lavater, the only being capable of 
creating “originals” is God himself.  
Although the extent of their relationship remains unknown, Hume and Fuseli 
traveled to France together in 1766. Fuseli later contributed works to an illustrated edition 
of Hume’s History of England published by Thomas Macklin and Robert Bowyer. It was 
in Hume’s company that Fuseli was first introduced to Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Hume 
helped Rousseau avoid persecution in France and brought him to London, where their 
relationship quickly soured. Following their protracted and public dispute, Fuseli penned 
a defense of Rousseau, Remarks on the Writings and Conduct of J. J. Rousseau (1767), 
which was published by his friend Joseph Johnson. 
Rousseau’s Emile does not undertake a philosophical analysis of the impression, 
although the term appears in the text several dozen times. In this sense, Emile is a 
representative philosophical work of the late eighteenth century, for it relies upon the 
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“impression” and its more colloquial resonances without explicitly reflecting on its 
meaning or importance. Rousseau argues that education should cast aside the corrupting 
influences of society, the dogmatism of the church, and the intellectually and morally 
stifling system of rote memorization: “If nature has given the child this plasticity of brain 
which fits him to receive every kind of impression, it was not that you should imprint on 
it the names and dates of kings.” 147 The tutor should encourage his pupil’s natural 
curiosity: “Let the child come to you; impressed by what he has seen, he will not fail to 
ask you question.” Instead, the ideal tutor should cultivate his pupil’s innate goodness 
and focus on refining his skills of perception and reflection, “so that he may be really 
impressed by any truth of experience.” Through attentive perception and thoughtful 
reflection, the pupil will produce, on his own, a perfect and naturally moral knowledge of 
the world. Like a great number of texts penned in the mid- to late-eighteenth century, 
Emile uses the term “impression,” without critically engaging with it. Lavater’s use of the 
term could be considered similarly inattentive, even accidental, were it not for his 
emphatic and repeated use of the technical language of printmaking. Its mechanisms of 
physical causality ensure an accurate correspondence between a print and its plate, 
between a copy and its original, and between the exterior surface of the body and man’s 
inner truth.  
It is this very system that is called into question by Fuseli’s illustrations. His 
extravagantly visible bodies belong to defeated, insensible heroes. Those who have been 
“impressed upon” are overpowered in the process, and man is only transformed into a 
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visible physiognomic profile through his own death. In these images, vision is derailed or 
deranged; sight and knowledge are uncoupled. Fuseli depicts a world that rejects 
corporeal self-evidence, that frustrates efforts of visual analysis, and that unhinges its 
subjects. Fuseli’s bodies are neither sensory instruments through which the natural world 
can be accessed, nor are they reliable and readily accessible repositories of information. 
Lavater’s project was undoubtedly esoteric, and nineteenth-century revivals of 
physiognomy fully abandoned his claims to a natural world perfectly “impressed” with its 
immaterial truths. No longer were serious claims issued for a visually self-evident natural 
world to which the observer had complete access and who was conveniently equipped 
with the rational faculties to convert his observations into universal truths. The 
mechanisms that authorized this earlier form of knowledge production had been 
dismantled in a gradual and piecemeal fashion, of which Lavaterian physiognomy might 






















CHAPTER TWO: ELECTRICITY 
 
 
I’ve found out so much about electricity 
 that I’ve reached the point where I understand  
nothing and can explain nothing.  
Musschenbroek to Réaumur, 20 Jan. 1746148 
 
In 1819 Anne-Louis Girodet (1767-1824) exhibited his last major Salon painting, 
Pygmalion and Galatea (fig. 2.1). It was feted as the crowning masterpiece of an artist 
whose paintings had at times generated almost as much controversy as praise. Girodet’s 
painting, inspired most likely by Ovid, depicts the inanimate statue of Galatea as she is 
gradually brought to life in front of the man who sculpted her, Pygmalion. Describing the 
figure of Cupid, who unites the two protagonists, a review in the Journal des dames et 
des modes writes, “Cupid is in the middle, and he seems to conduct (all joking aside) a 
galvanic experiment.”149 This galvanic—or, as we would call it, electric—experiment 
would have had several connotations for the Journal’s readers. The most literate among 
them may have already been familiar with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, which had been 
published in England in 1818, although a French translation did not appear until 1821. 
More colloquially, an electric experiment suggested to a French audience both visual and 
structural transformations: an intense luminous discharge accompanied by the animation 
of something inanimate.  
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Named after the Italian scientist Luigi Galvani, whose electric experiments with 
frog legs (e.g., fig. 2.2) were widely known throughout Europe, a “galvanic” experiment 
described the transmission of electricity within and between human and animal bodies. 
The fact that the visual and structural features of electric experiments were part of the 
common lexicon, the fact that it was possible, and, in the case of Girodet’s Pygmalion 
and Galatea, common, for such features to be attributed to a painting speaks to the 
contiguity of scientific and artistic discourses in the decades preceding and following the 
turn of the nineteenth century. It would be more precise, in this case, to describe 
Girodet’s painting as a point of contact between multiple discourses and practices that 
were being reconfigured during this period.  
What does it mean to think of the body as an electric conductor? How was the 
body acted upon by electricity in the late eighteenth century, how was it asked to display 
and record electric effects, and under what circumstances did it fail in this process? And 
what could such questions possibly have to do with a nineteenth-century Salon painting? 
In posing some provisional responses to these questions, this chapter will revisit 
Girodet’s work in the context of both the scientific discourse of electricity and its role in 
popular forms of entertainment. Several of Girodet’s major Salon paintings reflect the 
visual and structural features that characterized electric experiments, and in doing so also 
manipulate and subvert them. Indeed, his works invoke these features at the very moment 
that the field of experimental physics undergoes a historic transformation. Electricity 
combined the two key functions of the body in an eighteenth-century empirical 
framework unlike physiognomy, which had kept them relatively separate. First, the body 
must serve as a sensory instrument through which the scientist makes observations and 
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measurements, and second, it must be an object of study that makes information 
materially and visually available. I will argue that electricity, as it was used and described 
in the eighteenth century, called upon the body as a privileged agent of knowledge 
production in ways that ultimately proved unsustainable. It is this very failure that 
Girodet explores.  
This chapter will begin by recounting the history of mainstream electric 
experiments in the eighteenth century, with a particular focus on the role of the body 
therein. It will consider what it means to participate in and/or witness such experiments, 
and the extent of Girodet’s exposure to them. Four of his major Salon paintings speak to 
shifting conceptions of the body and its epistemological purchase, also registering crises 
both political and personal. Finally, this chapter will consider the extent to which the 
transformations announced in Girodet’s works had consequences for the contours of 
spectatorship in this period.  
1. A Galvanized Public 
It is often said that it was during the eighteenth century that science became 
“popular” with all the ambiguity that word connotes.150 As Aileen Fyfe and Bernard 
Lightman have demonstrated, “popular science” is a problematic term that inaccurately 
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assumes, among other things, a fixed relationship between “popular” and “expert.”151 In 
early eighteenth-century Paris, scientific discoveries were discussed at the Académie des 
sciences but also in drawing rooms and coffeehouses, at fashionable salons and private 
dinner parties. Leaving the institutional confines of academies and universities, certain 
scientific discourses were increasingly commoditized for a growing class of individuals 
with leisure time and financial resources.152 Dozens of public lectures and courses in 
experimental physics (often synonymous with the study of electricity) were given 
annually in Paris to non-academic audiences. By the 1780s, the audience for scientific 
lectures and demonstrations even included the lower classes of Paris and the French 
provinces.  
The study of electricity was undertaken with particular vigor starting in the 1720s 
and 1730s, when experimenters began to transmit—or, to use the historical term, 
“communicate”—electrical virtue through various materials. Stephen Gray and John 
Desaguiliers demonstrated these effects in London, and drew the attention of scientists 
throughout Europe, many of whom came to study in the English capital. The French 
chemist Charles du Fay, who visited London on several occasions, undertook similar 
experiments, electrifying himself in 1733 and delivering sparks and snaps to those who 
touched him.153 He later replicated Gray’s experiments at the Royal Society of London 
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with his pupil Jean-Antoine Nollet in Paris. Du Fay was elected to the Royal Society in 
1733, and Pieter van Musschenbroek, a Dutch scientist, was elected in 1734. 
Musschenbroek returned to Leiden in 1739 where he would establish another major 
European center of electrical study. By the 1740s electric experiments and recreational 
demonstrations were undertaken across Europe, although still restricted to a relatively 
small and elite audience.  
In the 1740s and 1750s, members of Europe’s scientific academies began 
publishing extensively on electricity. Their texts were designed to appeal to their 
academic colleagues but also to gentlemen-amateurs, men of significant means and 
education who wished to conduct electric experiments in their leisure time. Jean 
Jallabert’s Expériences sur l’électricité, avec quelques conjectures sur la cause de ses 
effets (1749) and Charles Rabiqueau’s Le Spectacle de feu élémentaire, ou cours 
d’électricité expérimentale (1753) exemplify this group of texts. They describe 
experiments and instruct readers to verify their conclusions by reproducing experiments 
and formulating new ones on their own. In the 1760s, Joseph Priestley helped shape this 
field into a growing and profitable sub-industry of publishing in London.  
The primary vehicle for disseminated scientific knowledge was not the 
instructional text but the “demonstration-lecture.” Although the public display or 
performance of science for an audience was a central component of experimental natural 
philosophy more broadly in the eighteenth century, its features and also its consequences 
are nowhere better exemplified than in the study of electricity.154 The publication of 
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Willem Jacob ‘s Gravesande’s Physices elementa mathematica in 1721 (translated into 
French in 1747) established the demonstration-lecture as the primary means of teaching 
experimental physics.155 This model was readily adopted by French scientists like 
Desaguliers and Nollet. It reflected the rise of empiricism in the preceding century, in 
which direct sensory observation was prized over received authority and conceptual 
abstractions. As Geoffrey Sutton has observed, “the demonstration-lecture, replete with 
explosions and splashes and sparks, became the primary locus for the exposition of the 
truth of science and by extension for the demonstration of Enlightenment.”156  
The demonstration-lecture combined the display of electrical phenomena with 
pedagogical explanations, and was understood to be both entertaining and instructive. In 
the words of James Delbourgo, electricity provided both “a rational curiosity and 
wonderful experience.”157 This doubling, however, was more problematic than the 
category of “wonder” implies. As Heilbron notes in his pioneering account of the history 
of electricity, the demonstration-lecture “had its darker side for serious savants. 
Demonstrations became too popular; people, even students, came to physics lectures 
expecting to be entertained.”158 Simon Schaffer further observes that the central role of 
public display in experimental natural philosophy undermined mechanisms of social 
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control.159 The demonstration-lecture’s entertaining effects also recall the critique of 
enthusiasm that could be found in diverse seventeenth-century religious, political, social, 
and epistemological discourses.160 Enthusiasm, commonly associated with radicalism, 
implicitly offered a challenge to the established order insofar as it defined a pursuit of 
knowledge that bypassed existing pedagogical and institutional hierarchies. 
Even in its earliest, most private and academic context, the electric experiment 
replicated some of the features of fairground attractions, especially those involving a 
magic lantern:  they took place in the dark, they producing fleeting but impressive 
luminous effects, and they “surprised” and “amused.” Both could be—and were—
described as “a surprising spectacle.”161 Public demonstrations of electricity were initially 
confined to academic lectures and the private residences of gentlemen-amateurs, but were 
soon appropriated as a form of entertainment by France’s haute monde. In the words of 
Delbourgo, “spectacular bodily effects became de rigueur in the courts, salons, and 
coffeehouses” of mid-century Europe.162  
One of the earliest electric effects to be popularized was known as the “electric 
kiss.” It was first conducted in London by Stephen Gray, who suspended a young boy 
from the ceiling with silk threads. The boy’s feet were given a negative charge, producing 
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a positive charge in his other extremities, which were then able to attract various particles. 
When the suspended individual was touched by another person, typically of the opposite 
sex, both would experience a moderate shock. The experiment was reproduced in France 
and Germany shortly thereafter, an illustration of which can be found on the frontispiece 
for Nollet’s Essai sur l’électricity des corps (1746; fig. 2.3).163 The electric kiss became a 
popular parlor game, and Nollet even sold kits containing silk cords to enable his readers 
to replicate the trick in the comfort of their homes.  
The sexual subtext of such effects was in no way limited to the electric kiss. A 
rather squeamish John Adams recalls being asked over dinner in Bordeaux in 1778 how 
he supposed the first man and woman discovered the art of copulation. He responded, “I 
rather thought it was by instinct, for there was a physical quality in us resembling the 
power of electricity or of the magnet, by which when a pair approached within striking 
distance they flew together like the needle to the pole or like two objects in electric 
experiments.” One of the female diners quipped, “I knew not how it was but this I know, 
it is a very happy shock.”164 (This forward behavior convinced Adams that “If such [are] 
the manners of Women of Rank, Fashion, and Reputation [in] France, they can never 
support a Republican Government.”165) 
Around 1740, another popular demonstration appeared that involved gradually 
electrifying a subject in a darkened room; as the air around the body ionized, he would 
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emit a blue glow. The 1740s also witnessed the spread of one of the century’s most 
popular electric demonstrations, called the “human chain.” In 1746 Nollet famously 
transmitted an electric shock through a human chain of 180 royal guards at Versailles in 
front of King Louis XV and his court.  
Public courses in electricity, which varied in intensity and pedagogical sincerity, 
were attended in growing numbers in the 1770s. By the 1780s, thousands participated in 
such courses each year in Paris alone. In addition to “courses” on electricity, which were 
at least nominally designed to educate the audience over a period of days or even several 
weeks, there were shows that were more explicitly designed for entertainment. There 
were three primary locations in Paris where public demonstrations of electricity could be 
found: the left bank near the universities (where Girodet took his “course”), the Palais 
Royale and neighboring Rue St-Honoré, and the boulevards (especially the Boulevard du 
Temple). Boulevard shows would often apply electric charges to bodies and objects, 
create sparks and glowing effects in the dark, communicate a shock to audience members, 
and “revive” dead and paralyzed animals.  
Many of the initial experts of electricity straddled the established boundaries that 
separated official academic societies, the showmanship of the fairground, and various 
occult practices. For example, Nicolas-Philippe Ledru, known by his street name Comus, 
rose to fame with a performance that combined electricity and optics with a magic lantern 
ghost show and fortune telling. By 1784 he had received the title of physician to the king 
and membership in the faculty of medicine of Paris from Louis XVI, becoming a member 
of the official scientific establishment. However, he never abandoned his cabinet de 
physique on the boulevards. Charles Rabiqueau, a lawyer, contributed to the scholarly 
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publications on electricity but also peppered his “school of physics” with demonstrations 
of fairies who lived in a magical tree.166  
 On the boulevards, electric experiments were quite literally adjacent to occultism 
and charlatanry. Mesmerism, which enjoyed great popularity in the early 1780s, imitated 
some of the structural features of electric experiments (e.g., the human chain, fig. 2.4).167 
Additionally, they both inhabited the public spaces of popular entertainment in Paris. In 
an act of philanthropy, Franz Anton Mesmer had magnetized a tree on a boulevard near 
the Rue de Bondy; according to one of his supporters, over a hundred impoverished 
sufferers had been healed upon hugging said tree.168 Many of the proponents of electric 
medicine were also involved in mesmerism (e.g. Philippe de Loutherbourg, who 
abandoned painting for several years to devote himself to “magnetic healing”) and 
obscure branches of Freemasonry (e.g. Alessandro Cagliostro).169  
2. Electricity and the Body 
Simon Schaffer has examined the notion of “self-evidence” in seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century scientific practice, and specifically the conditions under which the 
body of the scientist could be called upon to give evidence. Paradoxically, the body of the 
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scientist could reveal universal truths because it was like all other human bodies; however, 
it was also unlike other human bodies, insofar as it was uniquely capable of parsing subtle 
sensory effects and distinguishing between illusion and reality. (As Lissa Roberts has 
noted, the scientist was trained to carefully manage and refine his body as a perceptual 
instrument in order to discern minute experimental variations and root out human 
tendencies to error.170) Schaffer argues that class, nationality, and professional and 
institutional identity authorized the body of the scientist to speak in a way that other 
bodies could not. The result was a “cartisianism of the genteel: in polite society, members 
could be treated as capable of separating their disorderly bodies from the cool 
deliverances of their intellectual judgment.”171 For Schaffer, the migration of electric 
demonstrations from aristocratic venues to lower class attractions signals a crisis in this 
mechanism. Girodet’s works, in contrast, urge us to locate such a crisis within the body 
itself.  
Self-evidence, which is based on the private experience of the individual body, 
was transformed into a public form of universal knowledge through the “social 
technology of collective witnessing.”172 Public displays of electricity within the official 
academic context exemplify the central importance of collective witnessing, whereby the 
evidence of the private body is ratified by the public body of the institution. Some texts 
even described such a relationship within the body of the individual. Writing An Essay on 
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the Art of Observing and Conducting Experiments in 1801, Jean Senebier asserted that, 
“the senses are the sole links that connect man to the objects which surround him.”173 
Working in congress, “one sense can confirm the testimony (témoinage) of another.”174 
Essential to the mode of observation required by scientific discourses on 
electricity is that it required the intensive use of the experimenter’s own body.175 He was 
not merely using sensory data to draw conclusions; his body was an integral part of 
electric experiments. The experimenter was asked to perform multiple roles, 
simultaneously serving as an experiment’s director, its test subject, and its witness. The 
contemporaneous French term for experiment, expérience, further evokes the proximity 
of these positions: to conduct an experiment was also to experience it first-hand.  
The experimenter often acted as an electric conductor, receiving and transmitting 
an “electric fluid” within his own body. This practice drew upon a mainstream 
eighteenth-century conception of the nervous system as a network of hollow vessels 
through which a very small and fast moving fluid—possibly electric—was thought to 
transmit sensation.176 The basic activities included tirer l’étincelle (to draw a spark) and 
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recevoir la commotion (to receive a shock), and also to produce une chaîne (an electric 
chain, a circuit) or une secousse (a jolt, a shock). In texts, it was common for authors to 
describe drawing sparks from their own delicate body parts such as the tongue and teeth.  
Nollet, often referred to as Abbé Nollet, remarked upon electricity’s more unusual 
effects on the human body. Describing the experiments undertaken by his German 
colleagues in 1745, Nollet expressed his astonishment upon learning “that the hair of a 
man so electrified became luminous, which [the German scientist Hauzen] jokingly calls 
beatifying electricity; that sparks from his fingers killed flies; [and] that drops of his 
blood looked like drops of fire in the dark.”177 For Nollet, the entertaining effects of 
electricity were never far removed from their more serious corporeal consequences.  
Indeed, Nollet may have been the first to write about its capacity to maim and kill 
animals, and later popular texts even provided dedicated instructions on how “to kill an 
animal with an electric explosion,” noting that the strength of the electric charge must be 
equal to the vital strength of the animal.178 It was proposed that animals lost weight after 
being submersed in an “electric atmosphere” for extended periods of time. Birds were 
preferred test subjects, as they could be easily killed by the discharge of just one Leyden 
jar. (A Leyden jar is a device that stores electricity; famously used in Franklin’s kite 
experiment, it gave rise to the phrase “to capture lightning in a bottle.”) Recherches 
physiques sur l’électricité (1782), which describes the graphic deaths of pigeons, frogs, 
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and cats, goes into particular detail about the various means by which a dog can be 
maimed, blinded, and tortured with electricity. The provincial doctor who penned this, 
however, attained fame for his activities in a rather different arena. His name was Jean-
Paul Marat.179   
Marat cautioned his readers against the overzealous application of electricity to 
the human body, noting that a strong shock delivered to the chest can cause a patient to 
spit blood, whereas one delivered directly to the head can result in seizures and even 
death. Guyot sagely warned readers against “drawing sparks from their eyes or other 
delicate parts of the face.” 180 The more routine use of electricity on the body produced 
relatively quotidian symptoms: “painful sparks,” 181 and “nosebleedings, fevers, 
temporary paralysis, concussions, convulsions and prolonged dizziness.”182 One scientist 
even observed that “his wife was unable to walk after he had gallantly used her to short-
circuit a Leyden jar.” 183 
One of the most famous shocks, which was frequently noted in mainstream mid-
century texts on electricity, was experienced by Musschenbroek, inventor of the Leyden 
jar. He received a shock “so violent that he was terrified, and protested that he would not 
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[agree to] receive a second one even if they made him the King of France.”184 The device 
that delivered the shock was memorably illustrated in Nollet’s 1746 Essai sur l’électricité 
des corps (fig. 2.5). Below, the scientist is on the verge of touching the apparatus that will 
deliver his great shock, his right hand already connected to the suspended bar on the 
lower left. Above it, one sees Nollet’s diagram of the flow of electric fluid, which 
explodes across the page, star-like and radiant. 
Returning to the human chain that Nollet formed at Versailles in 1746, one finds 
several of the structural features that informed the discourse on electricity and its 
relationship to the human body. First, and perhaps most obvious, is the fact that the 
human body can both store and transmit electricity. The terms frequently used to describe 
this process were pénétrer (to penetrate) and communiquer (to communicate, transmit). 
As the former term suggests, the body was thought to be penetrable or porous. Marat 
summarizes the premise as follows: “because the human body is permeable, the bones, 
cartilage, flesh, nerves, tendons etc. transmit [electricity] freely.” 185  In 1784, Jann 
Hendrik van Swinden proposed that this activity was constant and ongoing, rather than 
limited to the conditions of an electric experiment. Electricity “continuously penetrates 
the human body.” 186 When lightning strikes, he continued, the jolt one experiences is not 
an expression of surprise; it is the added electricity in the atmosphere literally penetrating 
one’s body and delivering a small electric shock. The terms by which electricity was said 
to act on the body doubled as a central metaphor for its study. The experimenter’s role is 
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to “penetrate [its] causes” in order to “force electricity out of the obscurity in which it is 
still enveloped.”187 In this case, the darkness in which electricity was routinely 
demonstrated has also become part of a metaphor for producing knowledge. The 
experimental process, much like the flash of light produced therein, was a tool with 
which to advance against the darkness of ignorance. Rabiqueau writes of his frustrated 
studies, “I think, and nothing satisfies me. I will return to the experiment, and it’s in the 
shadows that I will search for the light.” 188 
The human chain also revealed electricity as an agent of lateral transmission 
within and between bodies. Not only can a group of people act as a single conductor, but 
they do so by forming a chain of bodies along which electricity travels in a radically non-
hierarchical way. The fact that “the number of people who compose this chain is 
immaterial, a hundred people will feel it the same as if there are only three or four,” 189 
affirmed that electricity moved through bodies in a lateral, near-instantaneous way. The 
porousness of the body did not merely describe a relationship between an electric force 
and a single, discrete body: it governed exchanges between bodies.  
In its more spectacular context, electricity was also an agent of corporeal 
transformation. Most superficially, it made the body a site of illumination, and 
specifically non-solar illumination. Bodies could emit a blue glow, produce bright sparks, 
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and even expel blood that, according to Nollet, resembled fire. Following Galvani’s 
experiments in the 1770s, the claim that the body contained its own “animal electricity” 
also gained increasing traction. By generating convulsions in the legs of dead frogs, 
Galvani proved that electricity could produce animate effects in a body that was 
otherwise inanimate. Demonstrators drew upon this knowledge to “reanimate” dead 
animals and to produce movements in paralyzed human and animal limbs in their 
presentations, attributing electricity with the capacity to transgress the boundary between 
life and death.  
The move from the Académie des sciences and Versailles to the public “lecture” 
and fairground was part of a larger crisis occurring at the end of the eighteenth century in 
the study of electricity. It was also tied to the collapse of a certain set of assumptions 
about how the body can be a site on or in which scientific knowledge is produced and 
made visible. This assumed, among other things, a body that experienced the effects of 
electricity with its perceptual tools and critical faculties intact. The results of this process 
were witnessed and ratified in the context of bodies of another order—the collective 
witnessing that comprised the institutional body. At the turn of the nineteenth century, 
Girodet painted a series of bodies that decidedly and emphatically failed to meet these 
criteria. It is to him that this chapter now turns in attempting to parse what such a 





3. Elective Affinities   
In the Paris of Girodet’s youth, “everywhere science calls out to you and says, 
look.”190 So wrote Louis-Sébastian Mercier in his introduction to Tableau de Paris, a 
copy of which could be found in the modest personal library of the adolescent painter.191 
Girodet’s exposure to contemporary science far exceeded this growing public interest; it 
was guided by the painter’s mentor Benoit-François Trioson. Girodet’s personal and 
intellectual investment in contemporary science was profoundly shaped by the adoptive 
affiliations that constituted the emotional bedrock of his adult life. Of course, any 
discussion of the crisis of patrimony that Girodet underwent is necessarily indebted to the 
work of Thomas Crow. Rather than focus on David and his pupils, however, I will 
instead consider Girodet’s relationship to two men of science.192 
Trioson was a medical doctor firmly established in the scientific community of 
the ancien régime, counting among his titles Médecin ordinaire du Roi et ses Camps et 
Armées; Médecin de quartier Monseigneur Comte d’Artois et de SAS Monseigneur le 
Duc d’Orléans, premier Prince du Sang; and Médecin de Mesdames, tantes du Roi. Like 
many successful men of science in the eighteenth century, Trioson was a gentleman-
doctor, a man of privilege whose professional pursuits were seamlessly integrated into his 
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personal and political activities at court. Like his peers, he possessed a sizable library and 
a valuable cabinet de physique. 193 (Estate records produced after Girodet’s death listed 
the contents of a similar cabinet de curiosité, which included glass spools, phials, shells, 
and various crystals and minerals.194) 
Girodet’s parents, who similarly benefited from the indirect patronage of the Duc 
d’Orléans, asked their trusted friend to oversee the education of their youngest son.195 
The doctor spent a great deal of care on his charge, meeting with him and writing to him 
frequently. As the young man grew, Trioson guided his tastes, contributed greatly to his 
library, and initiated him into the system of social patrimony that had been crucial to the 
doctor’s own success. Trioson also eventually convinced the family to support Girodet’s 
decision to abandon his chosen profession, architecture, in order to pursue painting.  
Girodet would have learned the basics of experimental science as part of the 
standard education on offer at his collège in Paris, but he also took a supplementary 
“course in experimental physics” which met three times a week and was given by a M. 
Brisson.196 The public course was one of dozens given each year in the capital. There, 
Girodet would have witnessed the famous electric experiments of the late eighteenth 
century and learned their theoretical underpinnings. Trioson encouraged such pursuits, 
and often sent him books on physics and medicine. One of the earliest books to enter 
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Girodet’s personal collection was the multi-volume set by Nollet, Leçons de physique 
expérimental. It was almost certainly Trioson who also sent Girodet a copy of Lavater’s 
Essai sur la physionomie while Girodet was in Italy for the Prix de Rome.  
Madame Constance de Salm hosted one of the first salons the young painter 
attended. It was frequented by an elite group of doctors and scientists, many of whom 
became his close acquaintances. Trioson introduced Girodet to Flix Vicq-d’Azyr, the 
father of comparative anatomy. In 1805 Girodet designed the frontispiece of Vicq-
d’Azyr’s collected works (fig. 2.6). Describing the illustration, Girodet hints at a 
symbiotic relationship between his artistic pursuits and Vicq-d’Azyr’s study of anatomy: 
“[The figure of] Painting is ready to draw the various organs of the human body, and 
students come to receive their instruction. The Genius of Science illuminates this 
scene.”197 Suffering from a medical crisis in Naples (generally believed to be an early 
presentation of syphilis), Girodet came under the medical care of Domenico Cirillio, who 
had been a friend of Benjamin Franklin and the Comte de Buffon (another friend of 
Trioson) while living in Paris. Girodet also became a close friend of the eminent 
physiologist Pierre Jean Georges Cabanis, whose wife sat for a portrait with Girodet in 
1804 (Madame Cabanis, Smith College Museum of Art). It was to Mme Cabanis that 
Girodet dedicated the long poem he wrote following the scientist’s death four years later.  
Both Girodet and Trioson experienced the acute loss of patrilineal relationships, 
and both died without having produced a male heir. Born in 1767, Girodet was still on the 
verge of adulthood when his father died in March of 1784 and his mother in October of 
																																																								
197 “La Peinture est prête à dessiner les divers organs du corps humain, et des élèves viennent 
s’instruire à leur école. Le Génie des Sciences éclaire cette scène.” Flix Vicq-d’Azyr, Oeuvres de 
Vicq-d’Azyr, vol. I (Paris: Duprat-Duverger, 1805) x-xi.  
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1787. The painter spent long periods of time staying with Trioson, and the two grew even 
closer following the death of Trioson’s young wife in 1795. He painted several portraits 
of their only child, Benoît-Agnès (e.g., fig. 2.7). With the boy’s untimely death in 1804, 
Girodet and Trioson were even more deeply bound by tragedy. (Girodet’s elder brother, 
Antoine-Etienne, long since disinherited for his gambling and dissolute behavior, had 
died in 1802.) In 1809, Trioson formally adopted the painter and Girodet added the 
doctor’s name to his own, becoming Anne-Louis Girodet-Trioson de Roussy (or, 
alternatively, Girodet de Roussy-Trioson).  
Girodet imitated this relationship, to a degree, with his guardianship of his second 
cousin, Antoine César Becquerel. As Trioson had done earlier, Girodet consulted on 
Becquerel’s education. Although he demonstrated an aptitude for science at a young age, 
Becquerel was destined by his family for a military career. It was in part due to the 
painter’s influence that Becquerel eventually decided to resign from the military in 1815 
and commit himself fully to his scientific work. In 1816, during the course of their 
regular correspondence, Girodet further encouraged his younger cousin, writing, “my 
dear friend, you understand medicine better than a doctor of the [F]aculty [of Medicine], 
and almost as well as I do.” 198 This reminds us not only of his interest in Becquerel’s 
scientific studies, but also that Girodet identified himself as someone especially well 
versed therein.  
																																																								
198 “Tu raisonne medicin mon cher ami mieux qu’un docteur de la faculté, et presque aussi bien 
que moi” (22 January 1816). “Biochronologie” Girodet 1767-1824, ed. Sylvain Bellenger (Paris: 
Gallimard, 2005), 844. Girodet’s orthography was both inaccurate and inconsistent; he also often 
used outdated formal conjugations. Errors from the original text have been preserved in the 
interest of accuracy.  
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Per the artist’s request, much of his personal correspondence was destroyed. 
Surviving exchanges indicate that Girodet collected and read all of Becquerel’s scientific 
works, which they routinely discussed. The presence of minerals in Girodet’s cabinet de 
curiosité, for example, can be attributed to his stated interest in Becquerel’s early work 
on mineralogy. 199 Becquerel is today known for his influential discoveries in the fields of 
electricity and luminescence. In the 1820s he proved that pressure can produce an electric 
charge in objects of any material, and a few years later he invented a device for 
measuring electrical resistance. As one of the painter’s closest friends and relatives, 
Becquerel served as the executor of his estate upon his death in 1824, also publishing 
some lines in honor of his late uncle. 200  
Fatherless and sonless, Girodet replicated paternal and filial relationships, in both 
emotional and legal terms, with Trioson and Becquerel. His background in experimental 
physics, physiology, mineralogy, optics, and medicine were admittedly unusual for a 
painter, but they are less peculiar when considered in the context of the profound 
relationships that bookended Girodet’s life. As his paintings attest, Girodet’s engagement 
with science was always both intellectual and personal. 
4. “Girodet, he’s crazy!” 
Like many of the electric demonstrators who rose to fame in the 1780s, Girodet 
was simultaneously a student of science and an adherent of decidedly less mainstream 
practices, embodying the slippage between legitimate experiment and illusionistic 
																																																								
199 Girodet, letter 21 March 1820, “Biochronologie,” 1014. 
200 See also Alexandre-César Becquerel, Paroles prononcées sur la tombe de M. Girodet-Trioson, 
par M. Becquerel, ancien chef de bataillon du génie (Paris: Le Normant fils, 1825). 
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recreation that plagued electric science. Girodet and Trioson were, in all likelihood, 
Masons at a time when this remained a marginal and even illegal practice in some places. 
While in Rome, Girodet wrote to Trioson to update him on the present state of their 
incarcerated “friend” Alessandro Cagliostro, an infamous occultist, alchemist, and Mason 
with close ties to Mesmer.201 Cagliostro was often derided as a charlatan, a category that 
marked the shifting boundaries of credibility, authority, and showmanship that had yet to 
be codified into the professional hierarchies and institutional disciplines of the nineteenth 
century.202 
Girodet was himself charged with charlatanism, although in a very different 
register. In particular, he was criticized for closely managing and manipulating the 
conditions under which his art was seen. For example, Etienne Jean Delécluze describes 
“le petit charlatanisme” whereby Girodet routinely invited members of high society to his 
studio to view an “unfinished” work.203  Girodet would then periodically interrupt 
conversation to add this or that finishing touch to the work, when the painting had in fact 
already been meticulously finished and corrected. This was an unseemly characteristic in 
scientists as well; as Simon Schaffer has asserted, the scientist’s credibility was tied, in 
part, to his visible reluctance to perform.204 
																																																								
201 Describing Cagliostro’s unjust imprisonment to Trioson, he concludes, “on garde actuellement 
le plus grand secret sur cette affaire et on ignore la tournure qu’elle prendra.” Rome, 20 July 1790 
(Corr. Montargis), Lemeux-Fraitot, appendix. For a good summary of spiritualism and 
mesmerism in the eighteenth century, see Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994). 
202 An excellent exploration of charlatanry and quackery in the eighteenth century can be found in 
a dedicated issue of Cultural and Social History 3, no. 3 (2006).   
203 Etienne Jean Delécluze, Louis David: son école et son temps (Paris: Didier, 1855), 217. 
204 Schaffer, “Self Evidence.”  
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More often, Girodet’s working methods were associated with nonrational states of 
madness and illness. Jacques-Louis David is said to have once exclaimed, “Girodet, he’s 
crazy! He’s crazy or I don’t know a thing about the art of painting… What a shame that 
with his great talent this man makes nothing but follies…he’s got no common sense.” 205 
One reviewer claimed that he worked in a “productive fever,”206 another one suggesting 
that his 1810 Revolt of Cairo “seems to have been composed in the delirium of a fever… 
The courage appears to be nothing more than a nervous convulsion.” 207 Evocations of a 
nervous disease were not uncommon. Girodet imitated reviewers of his 1806 Une Scène 
de déluge, writing that it is not a product of “genius” but of “mania,” whose design is 
“too nervous,” causing the viewer’s own “nerves [to be] irritated.” 208 
Girodet, who acknowledged and even mocked these accusations, repeatedly 
called upon the terms of an electric experiment to serve as metaphors for art. He was not 
the first to adopt electricity metaphors to describe various immediate and fleeting effects. 
Percy B. Shelley and Samuel Coleridge were among many romantic writers to 
incorporate the language of electricity in their works, evoking on the one hand, the 
ineffable, and on the other, intense affective and corporeal experiences.209 In what 
																																																								
205 “Il est fou, Girodet! Il est fou ou je n’entends plus rien à l’art de la peinture…Quel dommage 
avec son beau talent, cet homme ne fera jamais que des folies…il n’a pas le sens commun.” 
Delécluze, 266. 
206 I.G. “Salon of 1819,” La Renommée 157 (1819): 619. 
207 “[Il] parait avoir été composé dans le délire de la fièvre…Le courage ne serait alors qu’une 
convulsion nerveuse.” Pierre-François Gueffier, Entretiens sur les ouvrages de peinture, 
sculpture et gravure exposés au Musée Napoléon (Paris: Gueffier Jene, 1811), 45. 
208 Anne-Louis Girodet, La Critique des Critiques: du sallon [sic.] de 1806 (Paris: Firmin Didot, 
1807), 13-15. 
209 The relationship between electricity and literary romanticism has been recently explored by 
Paul Gilmore’s Aesthetic Materialism: Electricity and American Romanticism (Stanford: Stanford 
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remains of Girodet’s personal writings, paintings are repeatedly described as “striking” 
(frappant), “electrifying” (électrisant), and “sparkling” (étincelant), producing “a jolt” 
(une secousse, also translatable as “a shock”). He defines genius as “the sparkling shock 
of though[t],”210 and argues that great artworks traverse history as if conductors in an 
electric chain: “these sublime models, resembling electric conductors, circulate from 
generation to generation the sparks of genius among all civilized peoples.”211 (Fuseli was 
inclined to agree, describing “the electric shock” that Michelangelo had given to art in his 
Eleventh Lecture on Art.212 In an earlier Lecture he wrote that, “in touching the 
characteristic circle that surrounds the Ananias of Raffaello, you touch the electric chain, 
a genuine spark irresistibly darts from the last as from the first, [and] penetrates, 
subdues.”213)  
Most explicitly, however, Girodet writes that electricity characterizes the means 
by which a painting affects its viewers in his long-form poem Le Peintre:  
“The artist of hearts, thus, follows each passion, 
And knows to trace in them the right expression:  
As soon as he feels, he makes, and suddenly communicates 
																																																																																																																																																																					
University Press, 2009). 
210 “Ce choc étincelant de pensées.” Anne-Louis Girodet, Considérations sur le génie particulier 
à la peinture et la poésie, in Pierre-Alexandre Coupin, Œuvres posthumes de Girodet-Trioson, 
peintre d’histoire, vol II (Paris: Jules Renouard, 1829), 103-4. 
211 “Ces modèles sublimes qui, semblable à des conducteurs électriques, font circuler de 
génération en génération les étincelles du génie chez tous les peuples civilisés.” Girodet, Sur le 
génie, in Coupin, Œuvres posthumes, vol II, 121.  
212 Knowles, vol II, 31. 
213 Ibid., 260-61. 
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To the moved spectator an electric spark.”214 
 
Drawing upon the metaphoric resonances of electricity, Girodet describes the immediacy 
and intensity with which a successful artist moves his viewer. His use of the technical 
terms of experimental physics (e.g., “communicates”) also explicitly locates the spectator 
within an experiment in which he receives the bright, sharp bite of an electric shock.   
One of the contentions of this chapter, however, is that the electric experiment is 
much more than just a metaphor in Girodet’s body of work. Girodet’s paintings replicate 
some of the structural and visual characteristics of popular electric experiments. Sparks 
and flashes abound. Bodies convulse. His figures are often illuminated through strange 
and fleeting visual effects—the burst of lightening, the bluish glow, and the bright spark. 
His narratives are set at night, heightening the effects of his unconventional forms of 
illumination and recreating the conditions in which electric demonstrations were 
supposed to take place. His bodies are porous and penetrable, linked in chain-like 
arrangements and subjected to literal and metaphorical shocks. In the four compositions 
that will be discussed, one feature is noticeably absent: the knowing subject, the self-
possessed spectator, the rational witness. If Girodet’s viewer is figured as the subject of 
an electric experiment, who is this viewer?  
Girodet’s works reveal his profound preoccupation with this question, but also its 
radical personal and political consequences. In Endymion we witness the strange 
luminous effects for which Girodet would become famous, but also the troubling subject-
position of its protagonist. In his later Ossian, porous bodies threaten to dissolve into one 
																																																								
214 “L’artiste, ainsi, des coeurs suit chaque passion,/Et sait en retrace la juste expression: /Dès 
qu’il sent, il produit, et soudain communique /Au spectateur ému l’étincelle électrique.” Coupin, 
vol. I, 102.  
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another, teetering on the threshold between reality and illusion. Une Scène de déluge, the 
work for which Girodet was most famous during his lifetime, throws Nollet’s human 
chain into crisis and thus signals the panic of a political and epistemic collapse. When 
electricity is most thoroughly and visibly evoked in his last public history painting, 
Pygmalion and Galatea, the precarious alignment of body and knowledge articulated by 
earlier electric discourses is in a state of ruin. With its ruination comes the expiration of 
certain epistemological and political possibilities.  
5. The Insensate Self 
Girodet set out for Italy in late April of 1790, having recently won the Prix de 
Rome. For the young artist, the prize served as both a vote of confidence from the 
Académie in which he had been trained as well as a much-desired opportunity to claim 
independence from the atelier of Jacques-Louis David. 215 His journey began 
inauspiciously when his traveling party was mistaken for royalist agents and attacked 
outside of Lyon. Girodet emerged unscathed, but this violent confrontation would be the 
first of many during his time away. In France it was his aristocratic pedigree that put him 
at risk. Upon his arrival in Italy, conversely, it was his support of the Revolution.  
Girodet arrived in Rome at the end of May, but initially struggled to find the 
motivation to paint. He wrote to Trioson that he “has no studio, [and] no desire to travel, 
only to sleep.”216 By mid-October he was joined by his friend and fellow student François 
																																																								
215 For more on the intense social and intellectual relationships that characterized David’s studio, 
see Crow, Emulation.  
216 “[Il] n’a pas d’atelier, n’a pas envie de travailler, seulement celle de dormir.” 30 June 1790, 
Lemeux-Fraitot, appendix. 
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Gérard, and he began work on The Sleep of Endymion (Le Sommeil d’Endymion, fig. 2.8) 
in mid-April of 1791, roughly coincidental with Gérard’s departure. The painting was 
exhibited at the Académie in Rome (housed in the Palais Macini) on 18 September 
1791.217 It then traveled to Paris, arriving in the spring of 1792 and exhibited at the Salon 
of 1793. The painting was an unequivocal success and secured Girodet’s reputation 
among the foremost young stars of the French school.  
Endymion depicts a rural shepherd of extraordinary beauty submerged in an 
eternal slumber. Although mythical accounts of Endymion vary, the most popular 
versions (including those by Cicero218 and Ovid219) tell the story of Selene, goddess of 
the Moon, who falls in love with the shepherd and convinces Zeus to put him to sleep in 
order to preserve his beauty and youth. Other versions suggest that Endymion did 
something to anger the god and was put to sleep as a punishment. The 1801 Dictionnaire 
de la fable, to which Girodet anonymously contributed several entries, summarizes both 
versions of the tale. The text, which was very possibly penned by Girodet himself, 
describes the painting as follows: “Endymion, almost nude and of an ideal beauty, sleeps 
in a thicket; Eros, disguised as Zephyr, moves the foliage aside and a ray of moonlight, 
which exudes all the heat of passion, comes to die on the lips of the beautiful sleeper.” 220  
																																																								
217 It should be noted that the English artist Flaxman was in attendance. The two continued to 
correspond for many years, and Girodet was enormously influenced by Flaxman’s style as well as 
his expanded set of literary references and sources.  
218 Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, trans. C.D. Yonge (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1888), 50. 
219 See Ovid, Amores, book I section 13, first published in 16 BCE and widely translated. For 
another major source of this version, also see Apollodorus, The Library, trans. James Frazer 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1921). 
220 “Endymion, presque nu et d’une beauté idéale, dort dans un bosquet; l’Amour, déguisé en 
Zéphyre…écarte le feuillage et…un rayon de lune, où respire toute la chaleur de la passion, vient 
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The eponymous shepherd reclines against a rock in the center of a darkened grove. 
His staff and clothing are cast aside, and curling locks of hair tumble loosely about his 
shoulders. To the left, Eros (or Cupid in Roman mythology) pulls back a dark curtain of 
foliage to allow moonlight to penetrate the grove and fall upon Endymion’s exposed flesh. 
Departing from the conventional depiction of Selene in the form of a woman, Girodet 
shows her dematerialized into pure moonlight. Their amorous encounter occurs where the 
vaporous light meets Endymion’s torso and face.  
Much has been made of Endymion’s androgyny, figured in his abundant hair, 
tapered fingers, and the luscious swoop of his ample hip and trim waist.221 The erotic 
charge of the painting was certainly not lost on its contemporary viewers. The 1801 
Dictionnaire de la fable notes that the union of Selene and her sleeping beau resulted in 
no fewer than fifty children. (Selene’s light “comes to die” (vient mourir) on Endymion’s 
lips, phrasing also suggestive of la petite mort.) In the place of David’s celebration of 
civic virtue and self-sacrifice, Girodet offers a scene of intense physical pleasure: the 
pure thrill of beholding a masterfully executed académie-style nude, which is doubled 
within the painting in the more sensual pleasures of erotic contact.222   
																																																																																																																																																																					
mourir sur la bouche du beau dormeur…” François-Joseph-Michel Noël, Dictionnaire de la 
Fable (Paris: Le Normant, 1801), 373. 
221 See: Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Is Endymion Gay? Historical Interpretation and Sexual 
Identities,” in Sylvain Bellenger, ed., Girodet 1767-1824, exh. cat. (Paris: Musée du Louvre, 
2005); James Smalls, “Making Trouble for Art History: The Queer Case of Girodet,” Art Journal 
55, no. 4 (1996): 20-27. 
222 For more on the relationship between Endymion’s sexuality and passivity to the Davidian 
heroic male nude, see: Thomas Crow, “A Child Shall Lead Them,” Emulation; Kevin Chua, 
“Girodet and the Eternal Sleep,” Vital Matters: Eighteenth-century Views of Conception, Life, 
and Death, eds. Mary Terrall and Helen Deutsch (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 
57-92.  
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Girodet was admittedly influenced by an ancient Endymion relief at the Villa 
Borghese.223 He was also certainly aware of Fuseli’s already-famous The Nightmare, 
copies of which had been sold in Paris starting in the early 1780s. (The two men would 
not meet until Fuseli’s trip to Paris in 1802.224) Both artists evoke the intense and 
dramatic vulnerability of the sleeping state, but whereas Fuseli suggests disturbing 
psychic events that coincide with corporeal inactivity, Girodet underscores the figure’s 
incapacitated physicality. A more salient point of comparison might be Fuseli’s later 
Selene and Endymion (fig. 2.9, 1810), produced several years after Fuseli visited the 
French painter’s studio and studied extensively at the Louvre.  
Fuseli appears to have copied the pose used by Girodet, in which Endymion 
reclines against a rock and throws one arm behind his head and the second straight out 
(both also recall the pose of the central figure in Correggio’s Venus and Cupid with a 
Satyr, 1524-27, which would have been on view at the Louvre). Fuseli shows us a rather 
different perspective on Endymion, who appears more muscular and monumental seen 
from below. His splayed legs and dramatically flung arms express a latent capacity for 
vigor and movement. As Tom Crow has argued, Girodet’s Endymion, in contrast, serves 
as an unconscious object of perpetual sensual pleasure that places him in decided 
opposition to the Davidian heroic male nude.225  
																																																								
223 Girodet to A.M. P[…], c. 1806, Lettre XXVII in Coupin, Oeuvres Posthumes, vol. II, 340. 
224 Turner and Flaxman were also among the party. For more on Girodet’s anglophilia, see James 
Rubin, “Gros and Girodet,” The Burlington Magazine 121, no. 920 (1979): 708-721. 
225 Crow, Emulation. 
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The painting’s other protagonist, visible only as an agent of nocturnal illumination, 
suffuses the scene with blue tones whose artificiality was remarked upon in many 
reviews. “In general a blue hue reigns in this painting, which isn’t quite right,” wrote one 
critic.226 Girodet defended his unconventional coloring in a letter to Trioson, claiming 
that the effects of such moonlight are “purely ideal and consequently very difficult to 
render.”227 He recanted in 1805, admitting that he had seen such a distribution of light 
and shadow in nature, and that its representation has only the “merit of an almost servile 
imitation.”228  
In the major capitals of Europe, one could readily find blue-tinted luminescence 
radiating from the bodies of electric experiments. Referred to by Nollet as a kind of 
mock-beatification, the trick was first performed by Georg Mathias Bose and quickly 
made its way to the lecture halls of London and Paris in the 1740s and 1750s. However, 
rather than argue that Girodet explicitly copies this effect, I put this forward as one of 
many ways in which the human body was being manipulated to produce spectacular 
visual effects in contemporaneous scientific and recreational demonstrations. Girodet’s 
use of non-solar forms of illumination, which will be discussed in greater detail later, 
must be situated within a broader matrix of entertainment in late eighteenth-century Paris. 
Even in the official Salon catalogue, Endymion was listed next to one such attraction: 
																																																								
226 “Il règne en général dans ce tableau une teinte bleue, qui n’est pas assez vrai.” Explication par 
ordre des muéors et jugement motive des ouvrages de peinture, sculpture, architecture et gravure 
exposés au Palais national des Arts (Paris: Jansen, 1793), 42-3. 
227 Girodet to Trioson, Rome, 19 April 1791 (Corr. Montargis). 
228 Girodet to Saint-Pierre, 26/7 October 1805, Bruno Chénique “Biochronologie.”  
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“296. Endymion. Effet de Lune” was followed by “297. Feux d’Artifice, tiré à 
Versailles”—a painting of fireworks by Jean-Baptiste-Louis Cazin.229 
Electric demonstrations like the “beatification” were notable not only for the 
strange glows, flashes, and sparks they produced, but also for the object that was acted on 
in pursuit of such effects: the human body. The light of Selene painted by Girodet 
“pierces through the branches” that surround Endymion and “insinuates itself throughout 
this composition.”230 This light traces the bright white line of Cupid’s chest and torso, an 
effect emphatically contrasted by contours of Endymion’s torso, which dissolve under 
Selene’s caress. The brightest passages of his skin, especially under his arm, are barely 
perceptible, obscuring the distinction between the physicality of flesh and the ethereal 
lunar beam. The operation of moonlight—an immaterial agent that can pass through 
objects and pervade the atmosphere—on a body that is porous and penetrable mirrors the 
precise structure of the electric experiment. Recall that the electric virtue, too, moves 
between and through objects and, according to some, permeates the environment, and 
that its operations on the human body are predicated on its ability to breach that body’s 
exterior surface.231  
In many versions of the myth, the shepherd has been placed in this state at the 
request of Selene. As a result, the light that caresses his flesh, the disembodied erotic 
																																																								
229 Explication par ordre des muéors, 42-3. 
230 “Salon de l’an 10, no. IV,” Le Publiciste (8 October 1802), 2. 
231 This relationship was first briefly alluded to by Barbara Stafford, who notes that Endymion’s 
body is “both absorbing and radiating, stimulated and stimulating to produce ‘effects’” informed 
by contemporaneous ideas about electricity, phosphorescence, light, and the states of matter. 
Barbara Stafford, “Endymion’s Moonbath: Art and Science in Girodet’s Early Masterpiece,” 
Leonardo 15, no. 3 (1982), 194.  
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touch that dissolves the boundary between the body and its surroundings, is also 
responsible for its present state of intense physical and psychic passivity. The 
illumination not only collapses a certain opposition between sight and touch, but also 
creates a strange opposition between the conditions of visibility and consciousness. The 
nocturnal setting, echoing the darkened chamber of Endymion’s mind, is illuminated only 
by the rays of moonlight that penetrate the grove. The protagonist, in other words, is 
incapacitated by the very thing that makes him visible to the spectator. To be illuminated, 
to be visible, is to be incapacitated and insensate.  
For Girodet, the body that is acted upon is decidedly not a sentient or knowing 
body. On both narrative and formal levels, Endymion’s physical porousness is a state of 
profound vulnerability and total psychic suspension. He is not an agent of self-evidence, 
for to be a self and to be evidence have been put in direct opposition. Girodet emphasizes 
the vulnerability and lack of self-possession that also characterized the electrified body—
features that made it a poor empirical actor. As a protagonist, Endymion lacks both a 
bounded, physical self and a rational, responsive consciousness. Instead, the body is 
breached; the self is deactivated.  
Endymion asks the viewer to identify with a figure of sleep, but this is not the 
active and creative sleep offered by Goya’s Sleep of Reason or Fuseli’s The Nightmare. It 
is deeply inactive and perhaps even totally blank, a state that will be revisited in chapter 
three. In closing, I would suggest that this strange subject-position also doubled as a way 
for Girodet to articulate his fraught relationship to the ongoing Revolution, a relationship 
that will continue to be explored in his later works. Recall that upon arriving in Rome, in 
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the wake of the first of many violent encounters that would punctuate his time outside of 
Paris, he writes to his mentor that he does not wish to work, only to sleep.  
He revisits the idea of nocturnal reverie following his arrival in Naples, a journey 
necessitated by an extremely tumultuous flight from Rome in January of 1793.232 
Political tensions were running high in Rome, and Girodet had already been involved in 
some scuffles for which he was briefly jailed. On 11 January, Girodet burned much of his 
correspondence (a prescient move when one considers that he would later spend two 
weeks in prison when caught outside of Naples with a tricolor cockade and a letter from 
David in his bag). 233 On the night of the 12th, there was a violent attack on the Académie 
de France in Rome. Acting on instructions from the French ambassador to Naples, 
Girodet defended the Palais Macini alongside his friends Lafitte, Mérimée, and Péquignot. 
They began to paint a large figure of the Republic, but abandoned it and eventually fled. 
(Romans sacked the house where they believed the painted Republic was hidden but only 
found Girodet’s Hippocrates.) In the early hours of 13 January, Girodet was recognized 
outside of the academy and chased at knifepoint while his friends were pelted with rocks. 
He moved from house to house to avoid the anti-French rioters, and was eventually 
hidden by one of his models. On the 14th Girodet and Péquignot set out for Naples on 
foot, arriving on the evening of the 18th. Three days later, Louis XVI was executed.  
																																																								
232 For an excellent and thorough account of his activities in Italy, see Lemeux-Fraitot, appendix. 
The following account is entirely thanks to her research.  
233 In early April 1794, Girodet was arrested at Ariano, near Naples, as a Frenchman. He escaped 
two assassination attempts and was then imprisoned for having a tricolor cockade and letters from 
David in his bag. He remained in prison for two weeks. On 12 August 1794, he was again 
arrested and confined while sketching the city of San Pietro dei Montagnoni, but he was released 
after a day.  
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Looking back on this period in his poem Le Peintre, Girodet describes his time in 
Naples with Péquignot but makes no mention of the dramatic circumstances that drove 
him thither, nor of the English fleet that blockaded the port of Naples in September and 
prevented his return to France. Instead, Girodet describes a nocturnal scene of glittering 
luminous effects and untroubled dreams: “Diana watched us pass entire nights/… The 
cares of the future did not dare to trouble our dreams/… Our vows to divide the future in 
half:/ One for the beaux-arts, and the other for friendship.”234 Like Endymion, they keep 
company with a goddess of the moon (Selene in Greek mythology, Diana as goddess of 
the hunt and the moon in Roman mythology), whose quivering rays are reflected and 
scattered on the water. Untroubled by the future, Girodet and Péquignot think only of art 
and of friendship. This state describes a profound retreat from the realities and precarities 
of the waking world, newly plagued by unprecedented Revolutionary violence and 
political instability, as well as Girodet’s failing health. (To make matters worse, Girodet’s 
Neapolitan doctor, Domenico Cirillo, was beheaded in 1799 for his reluctant participation 
in the French-supported Parthenopean Republic.) 
When Girodet corresponded with François Gérard as Endymion in 1800, this 
playful exchange concealed a complex engagement with the sleeping hero. Endymion 
signaled a retreat from the communal activities and concerns of the diurnal world, and 
offered physical pleasure and psychic deactivation in their place. He describes an 
experience of Revolutionary violence in the deep passivity of slumber, a condition that 
																																																								
234 “Diane nous a vus passer des nuits entières/Soit, lorsque ses rayons, des objets vacillans/Nous 
répétaient l’image au sein des flots tremblans…./Les soins de l’avenir n’osaient troubler nos 
songes…./Nos voeux se partagaient l’avenir par moitié:/ l’une pour les beaux-arts, et l’autre pour 
l’amitié.” Girodet, “Song Three” in Le Peintre, quoted in Coupin, vol. I.  
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totally departs from the real pressures that shaped Girodet’s circumstances and the vocal 
enthusiasm with which he ostensibly supported the Revolution. Most troubling of all is 
that Endymion describes a position of being simultaneously visible to others but not 
visible or conscious to oneself, a state of total vulnerability that suggests that to 
“experience” such events was to be incapacitated by them—a subject-position whose 
political and epistemological agency is thrown into question.  
6. A Crowd of Illusions 
Girodet returned to Paris in February of 1795 and in April of the following year 
he moved into lodgings at the Louvre—a delay occasioned by rumors that Girodet had 
died in Italy, which prompted his original Louvre apartments to be reassigned.235 The 
artist had become a prominent figure in the French School and enjoyed limited patronage 
from Napoleon and his wife Joséphine. The official commission for Ossian (fig. 2.10) in 
1801 came from the architects Percier and Fontaine; the painting was to adorn the grand 
salon of Malmaison, a château whose renovation was being overseen by Joséphine.  
Girodet drew upon a Scottish cycle of epic poems first published by James 
McPherson in 1760, which was narrated by the eponymous Nordic bard Ossian. The first 
translation of Ossian appeared in France in 1777, although the artist was introduced to 
the text in Rome rather than in Paris. Girodet’s first sketches from the Ossian cycle were 
executed in the mid-1790s while he was in Genoa with Gros. (Both artists also copied 
Fuseli’s illustrations in Essays on Physiognomy and Flaxman’s illustrations of the Divine 
																																																								
235 Lemeux-Fraitot, Appendix.  
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Comedy.) The Parisian vogue for Ossian, however, was not fully ignited until the French 
translation was re-issued in 1799.  
Although Girodet’s painting is set within the general context of Ossianic 
mythology, Girodet imagines an entirely new narrative in which recently deceased 
French generals are welcomed to Valhalla by Ossian. The full and rather onerous title 
reads The Apotheosis of the French Heroes Dead for their Country during the War for 
Liberty, The shades of the heroes dead for their Country led by Victory come to reside in 
the aerial Elysium where the shades of Ossian and his valorous warriors press around to 
throw them a celebration of Peace and Friendship in this sojourn of immorality and 
glory.236 The French generals arrive from the right to be greeted by Ossian and a crowd 
of bright aerial beings. Allegorical figures soar above the central grouping and are 
illuminated by orbs of varying color and intensity.  
Like Endymion, Ossian eschews conventional forms of light in favor of the 
radiant haze of celestial effects. As Girodet describes in his catalogue entry for the 1802 
Salon, at which Ossian was first exhibited, the vaporous region of clouds is punctuated 
by the lights of meteors and other cosmic effects. (Barbara Stafford notes that 
contemporaneous accounts of meteors varied, referencing both electric and 
meteorological phenomena.237) The female figure of Victory, for example, floats above 
the officers with a caduceus of peace and the Gallic Rooster, bearing “a glimmering star 
																																																								
236 L’Apothéose des héros français morts pour la Patrie pendant la guerre de la Liberté, Les 
ombres des héros morts pour la Patrie conduites  par la Victoire viennent habiter l’Élysée aérien 
où les ombres d’Ossian et de ses valeureux guerriers s’empressent de leur donner dans ce séjour 
d’immortalité et de gloire la fête de la Paix et de l’Amitié. 
237 Barbara Maria Stafford, “Les ‘Météores’ de Girodet,” Revue de l’art 46 (1979): 46-51.  
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on her head,” which “marks its luminous and rapid track by a long groove.” 238 Above 
and behind this central group, additional trails of light are left by amber meteors and 
pearlescent stars. A bright shaft of cooler light descends from the upper-left portion of the 
canvas, reflecting off of Ossian and the crowd of maidens below him in blue and white 
tones.  
Ossian’s vaporous forms, obscure luminous effects, and spectral protagonists 
perplexed critics, one of whom claimed that Girodet had “drowned” the linear contours of 
his figures “to give them a phantasmagoric appearance.”239 This reference to the 
Phantasmagoria, which evinced both formal and narrative resemblances, proved to be 
more precise than the critic for Le Publiciste may have even known—for, although 
Girodet maintained official lodgings in the Louvre, he also rented a studio in the former 
Capuchin Convent, the same architectural complex that hosted Robertson’s oft-cited 
Fantasmagorie from 1799 to 1805.240 The literal proximity of these two spaces—
Girodet’s atelier and Robertson’s Phantasmagoria—could, at first glance, be reasonably 
																																																								
238 Explication des ouvrages de peinture et dessins, sculpture, architecture et gravure des artistes 
vivans, exposés au Muséum central des arts…an X de la République française (Paris: Impr. des 
sciences et arts, 1802), 107. 
239 “[L]es contours y sont noys pour leur donner comme une apparence phantasmagorique.” 
Anon., “Salon de l’an 10. No. IV,” Le Publiciste (1802): 2. This contemporary review affirms 
what Sarah Burns has noted about the phantasmagoric appearance of Girodet’s figures. Sarah 
Burns, “Girodet-Trioson’s Ossian: The Role of Theatrical Illusionism in a Pictorial Evocation of 
Otherworldly Beings,” Gazette des Beaux-Arts 95 (1980): 13-24. 
240 Girodet began renting an atelier in the Couvent des Capucines in 1800. However, he showed 
the near-completed Ossian to visitors at the smaller studio in his Louvre apartment in 1802, 
suggesting that he may not have executed that painting at his rented atelier. However, archival 
documentation confirms that Une scène de déluge was begun and completed there. Girodet later 
bought land in the former Convent to construct a permanent residence, which he moved into at 
the end of 1811. Sidonie Lemeux-Fraitot, appendix, “Ut poeta pictor,” 36-37.  
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taken for a coincidence. After all, the Convent comprised a sizeable lot in central Paris 
just north of the Place Vendôme.   
Contingencies of Parisian real estate aside, Girodet had extensive knowledge of 
various forms of illusion. His Dissertation sur la Grace, for example, describes “the 
magic spectacles of pyrotechnology” which can imitate “terrible volcanic fires,”241 and he 
remarks a few paragraphs later on the “shock” an “electric spark can give,”242 further 
demonstrating his familiarity with the technologies of both scientific demonstration and 
theatrical illusion. Writing of the illumination in Ossian, Girodet insists that viewers 
would find none of the commonplace tonalities associated with terrestrial lights, unless, 
at the very least, they were filtered through multiple varied layers of colored glass.243 The 
artist would have seen diffraction and reflection in glass illustrated (e.g., fig. 2.11) in the 
multi-volume Nollet text he had owned since his youth. By the time Girodet painted 
Ossian, these effects would have also routinely figured into light shows on the boulevards.  
Girodet’s use of non-solar illumination in Ossian echoed another form of 
alternative illumination taking place within the Capuchin Convent. In one of the 
abandoned crypts within the same complex, Etienne-Gaspard Robertson’s 
Phantasmagoria was titillating audiences with spectral apparitions that appeared to 
																																																								
241 “Les spectacles magiques de la pyrotechnic, innocente imitation des terribles feux volcanique.” 
Girodet, Dissertation sur la Grace, in Coupin, vol. II, 164.  
242 Ibid., 166. 
243 The meteoric illumination “n’ont ni la teinte des rayons du soleil, ni celle de la lune, ni celles 
des feux terrestres, à moins qu’on  ne les suppose modifiés par l’interposition de verres 
diversement mais légèrement coloré.” Girodet to Saint-Pierre, 26/7 October 1805, in 
“Biochronologie.” 
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advance towards and recede from the spectator in a darkened chamber.244 Before visitors 
to Robertson’s Phantasmagoria reached the primary auditorium, they passed through a 
brightly lit salon de physique containing theatrical displays, optical illusions, and 
scientific demonstrations that included electric shocks and sparks. As Tom Gunning has 
noted, the incongruity of this salon-style display and the immersive illusions awaiting the 
viewer in the next room served to heighten the effects of the Phantasmagoria, and created 
a spatial division between these two distinct historical modes of entertainment.245  
Robertson had studied optics and electricity in his youth, reading the texts of 
Nollet and conducting his own playful experiments. In his memoirs, he fondly recounts 
devising tricks with his growing knowledge of physics, one of which included sending an 
electric shock through a group of dancers.246 Upon his arrival in Paris, Robertson enrolled 
in a public physics course given regularly by M. Brisson, a professor at the Collège de 
France. There, he may have found himself seated alongside Girodet, who also attended 
one of M. Brisson’s courses in experimental physics.247  
																																																								
244 Robertson, as he is more commonly known, opened his Fantasmagorie in the former 
Capuchin Convent in January of 1799, where it remained until 1805. The complex was later cut 
through by Napoleon to enable the construction of Rue de la Paix. 
245 For further discussion of the distinction between these two components of Robertson’s display, 
see Tom Gunning’s seminal essay “Illusions Past and Future: The Phantasmagoria and Its 
Specters,” http:///www.MediaArtHistory.org, a text for the First International Conference on the 
Histories of Art, Science, and Technology, 2004.  
246 Étienne-Gaspard Robertson, Mémoires récréatifs, scientifiques et anecdotiques vol. I (Paris: 
Chez l’auteur Blvd. Montmartre no. 12, 1833), 9.  
247 These classes were generally conducted outside of conventional academic structures. Dozens 
were offered annually in late eighteenth-century Paris; some met several times, others only once. 
The class presentation typically took the form of a demonstration-lecture, which combined 
amusing experimental demonstrations with didactic explanation. For more on Girodet’s education, 
including his physics class, see: Lemeux-Fraitot, “Ut Poeta Pictor,” 58. 
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Ossian exemplified the readiness with which meteoric and electric effects slipped 
into the register of fairground showmanship and theatrical illusion. Even Girodet’s choice 
of subject matter—the reappearance of the dead as luminous shadows against a dark 
backdrop—resonated with Robertson’s phantasmagoria, in which images of dead 
Revolutionaries were projected onto a screen in a darkened chamber. La Décade 
philosophique and David both describe the contents of the painting as “monstrosities.”248 
David further asserts, in an unfinished essay, that Girodet has dragged the beau idéal into 
“the absurdity one applies to Melodramas.”249 As Peter Brooks has argued, the 
melodramatic theatrical mode that emerged during the Revolution aimed to thrill its 
audience rather than to narrate or instruct.250 David’s reference implies that Girodet’s 
work is not only contiguous with a debased theatrical genre but that it has similarly 
abandoned the more substantial operations of history painting.  
Girodet, too, was clearly thinking about the contrast between his present work and 
that of his teacher, citing David’s Oath of the Horatii (fig. 2.12) in the arrangement of the 
legs of the foremost young French heroes. In place of the Oath’s visual austerity, its bare 
but rigorously organized space, and its unified but discrete figures, Girodet presents a 
total frenzy of objects, activities, and effects that overpopulate the canvas and confuse its 
symbolic valences. Ossian’s central protagonists keeps company with no fewer than four 
																																																								
248 “Beaux-Arts. Suite de l’examen du Salon,” La Décade philosophique (12 October 1802): 106. 
249 “Adieu la dignité de l’art, adieu ce beau idéal…que ce genre tombe dans le ridicule qu’on 
applique aux Mélodrames que des figures aussi Contournées ressemblent à des monstruosités.” 
“Fragment d’une autobiographie de Louis David, c. 1809,” ENSBA, Ms 316 no 51, f. 3, v., 
quoted in “Biochronologie.” 
250 See Peter Brooks, “Melodrama, Body, Revolution” in Melodrama: Stage, Picture, Screen, eds. 
Jacky Bratton, Jim Cook and Christine Gledhill (London: British Film Institute, 1994). 
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dogs, two drunken soldiers, and the outstretched shadowy hands of a floating mass 
beneath them.  
This mass comprises young maidens offering flowers and potables to the new 
arrivals, their arms and gazes stretching towards them. Although translucent, they are 
physically substantial enough to support the French soldiers above. The soldiers return 
neither their attention nor their gesture, lunging en masse towards the left instead. In the 
very center, where the generals embrace the blind bard, a profusion of figures litter the 
space of symbolic reception. In the center are Desaix, Kleber, and Caffarelli-Dufalga, 
greeting Ossian and behind him Fingal. Two indecorous soldiers occupy a slightly lower 
spatial tier. One, already intoxicated by the potent elixir proffered by the maidens, 
clutches a large glass. His ruddy face is relaxed into a vacant smile and his hat has fallen 
down, perhaps displaced by the forepaws of the dog above him. To his left, another 
soldier’s face is contorted into a strange grimace and he holds a conch-shaped goblet. 
Any sense of spatial depth or organization is lost in a claustrophobic mass of 
bodies and objects. The only portion of the painting not overpopulated with body parts is 
the upper right corner of the canvas, which only boasts a few wispy legs and torsos. In 
the words of Le Publiciste, the composition is “overcharged with half-expressed objects, 
as shadows, which the eye cannot distinguish at the slightest distance and when close still 
loses a crowd of details” which are “multiplied to excess.”251 This manic clutter leaves no 
room for the eye to orient itself, nor a fixed point on which it might focus. 
																																																								
251 “Surchargé d’objets à demi exprimés, comme étant des ombres, dans laquelle à la moindre 
distance l’oeil ne disitngue rien & de près même perd une foule de détails” which are “multipliés 
à l’excès.” “Salon de l’an 10,” Le Publicist, 1-2. 
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This effect is largely produced by the painting’s treatment of light and color and 
the emphatic suppression of linear contour. Girodet referenced and mocked the frequent 
complaints about Ossian’s illumination in his 1807 text “The Critique of the Critiques of 
the Salon of 1806,” as follows: “The air is a large mirror: each object alternately reflects 
its color and its day (i.e., light) to neighboring bodies.”252 In other words, light and color 
are not determined by internal properties, nor by definitive light sources. Instead, the 
bodies are reflecting off of one another and thus entering into a kind of visual sympathy 
with their neighboring objects. Physical adjacency has become visual resemblance, 
forming a network of illumination that does not come from an external source. Instead, 
bodies are reflecting and transmitting visual features among themselves. This is a mode 
of illumination that is lateral, local, and non-hierarchical.  
Critics referred to the group as a “crowd” (la foule), an entity whose potential for 
political agency but also for disruptive and uncontrollable action would have been 
undoubtedly familiar to the Parisian spectator of 1802, following a nearly decade-long 
Revolution: Ossian presides over “the crowd of his ancestors” and receives “this crowd 
of French heroes.”253 The crowd describes multiple individuals united into a single entity, 
a unity that Girodet transposes onto the level of form. The young maidens who radiate 
vaporous light, for example, blend into one another. Even the more substantial French 
soldiers dissolve into an aggregate of limbs and heads. For example, the right arm of 
Kleber, who is dressed in green, fades into a blue light as it approaches Fingal. The 
																																																								
252 “L’air est un grand miroir: chaque objet tour-à-tour/Renvoie au corps voisin sa couleur et son 
jour.” Girodet, La Critique des critiques, 19. 
253 A.L., “Tableau de Girodet (Ossian),” Journal des arts (19 June 1802), 28.762 Coll. Deloynes, 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, 315. 
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figures occupying the upper-left portion of the canvas are so faint and indistinct that the 
viewer struggles to identify the mere suggestion of scattered bodies.  
It is a crowd, in other words, that is constituted by the dissolution of the 
individual body. These bodies are even more radically porous than that of Endymion. 
Their “diaphanous skin”254 receives and transmits the luminous effects of neighboring 
bodies, subordinating the contours of the bounded self to the aggregate body of la foule. 
The role of an individual within this crowd recalls the “erasure of the self” Hegel posited 
in his account of absolute freedom.255 Having dismantled a social experience that was 
organized and subdivided, the Revolution offered in its place “a single whole”: the 
concept of absolute freedom, in which “all social ranks or classes…are effaced and 
annulled; the individual consciousness that belonged to any such group and exercised its 
will and found its fulfillment there, has removed the barriers confining it; its purpose is 
the universal purpose, its language universal law, its work universal achievement.”256 As 
the “stubborn atomic singleness” of the individual is dismantled by such social 
transformations, so, too, are his corporeal boundaries, grounding a Revolutionary model 
of collectivism in a subject defined by his corporeal and psychic porousness.   
Insofar as Girodet’s painted crowd echoes, if distantly, the real crowds that had 
participated in the Revolution, it is presented in confusion, disorder, and claustrophobia. 
The viewer is confronted with a mass of objects, which, according to Le Publiciste, 
																																																								
254 “Salon de l’an 10,” Le Publicist, 3. 
255 Gilmore, 65. 
256 George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. J.B. Baillie (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1967), 585.  
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“reject the gaze, which does not know where to fix itself. In the presence of such objects 
one has the idea of and one even experiences the fatigue of a painful daydream that 
presents to the mind only the confusion of images and alteration of forms.” 257 The same 
year, La Décade philosophique derided Girodet’s paintings as “a veritable physic for the 
eyes,” evoking the now-outdated sense of “physik” (or in Old French, phisike) as a 
medicinal remedy commonly associated with violent and involuntary physical purging.258 
The dissolution of the individual body, a state that describes both the electric 
experiment and Revolutionary activism, brings about physical and psychological trauma 
in its viewers. This is not, Girodet seems to be saying, an arrangement that is fixed or 
stable, and perhaps not even one that is tenable. Girodet first began to explore this body 
in his Sleep of Endymion, in which the linear contours of the heroic male nude are 
softened and dissolved. Ossian goes further, depicting a body whose boundaries are only 
tentative wisps; the multitudes that welcome France’s military heroes are fused into a 
single vaporous entity. By 1802, however, such a collective was already receding into a 
horizon of expired possibilities, which may have led Girodet to insist, in his description 
of the work, that “all the beings that compose it are fantastical, with the exception of 
Victory and the symbolic birds, which the artist depicts as really existing.”259 In a 
stunning reversal of the representational registers of history and allegory, the only “real” 
																																																								
257 “Salon de l’an 10,” Le Publicist (1802): 1. 
258 “Beaux-Arts. Suite de l’examen du Salon,” La Décade philosophique, littéraire, et politique 
(1802): 551. 
259 Explication des ouvrages de peinture et dessin…exposé au Muséum central des arts…an X de 
la République française (Paris: Impr. des sciences et arts, 1802), 111.  
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figures are those who are purely allegorical: the female Victory, the Gallic Rooster, and 
the Imperial Eagle.  
Girodet’s Ossian stood somewhere between history painting and theatrical 
illusionism, ultimately reaffirming their implicit proximity. His figures realize the 
promise of Endymion: a body that is penetrable and therefore capable of laterally 
receiving and transmitting effects, be they electric or illusory, merely spectacular or 
purely political. However, for Girodet, this is a corporeal modality that has become 
deeply and irrevocably “unreal.” 
7. A Deluge 
In 1803 Girodet set to work on a new painting that departed noticeably from the 
formal obscurities and spectral subject matter that had earned Ossian its phantasmagoric 
characterization.260 The resulting Une Scène de déluge (fig. 2.13) featured a severely 
pared-down composition of just six figures, depicted in the precisely delineated style of 
David. Déluge was first exhibited at the Salon of 1806, where it invited widespread 
public and critical acclaim and was subsequently lauded as Girodet’s greatest work for 
much of the nineteenth century. In 1810 it even triumphed over David’s Intervention of 
the Sabine Women to win the Prix Décennaux in the category of history painting. Déluge 
also presented Girodet’s most emphatic engagement with the epistemological and 
political capacities of an electric body.  
																																																								
260 The earliest sketches for the painting were undertaken around 1795, shortly before his return 
from Italy, where he studied for five years on a Prix de Rome.  
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The painting depicts a family, arrayed along a single axis, fleeing the rising 
waters of a catastrophic flood. The family’s patriarch is supported by his young son, 
whose wife and small children struggle to maintain their grip on the ledge below. The 
work inspired frequent reference to Nicolas Poussin’s seminal Baroque painting Le 
Déluge (fig. 2.14) from the 1660s, which featured a similar nocturnal scene, pale and 
jagged source of light, and rocky coastal setting. The figural grouping in the right 
foreground bears a particular resemblance to Girodet’s composition. Disavowing the 
comparison, Girodet insisted that his painting did not represent the Biblical Flood but 
merely “a sudden and partial inundation produced by a convulsion of nature.”261  
The primary fault with which Girodet’s work was charged resided not in the 
painting itself but in the overpowering effects it was said to have on its viewers. The 
striking emotional content of the scene elicited a constant refrain of descriptors such as 
“horrible,” “terrible,” and “shocking,” aligning the work with the Gothic or sensational 
idiom of early romanticism.262 Defined less by a consistent set of visual strategies, such 
works were characterized by formal obscurities and excesses that evoked a world beyond 
the threshold of ordinary perception.   
																																																								
261 The confusion stemmed, according to the artist, from an error in the title: it was not d’un 
Déluge but merely de Déluge. The mistakenly added pronoun (un) had led its initial viewers to 
assume that Girodet had painted a biblical Diluvian scene. A. L. Girodet, “Aux rédacteurs du 
journal,” Journal de Paris (21 September 1806): 1936. 
262 For examples, see: “Salon de 1806 (iiè article),” Mercure de France 26 (1806): 26-31. 
“Nouvelles concernant les sciences, arts et belles-lettres (Salon de 1806),” Athenaeum ou Galerie 
français 9 (September 1806). “Suite du Salon de 1806. Tableau de M. Girodet, représentant une 
scène d'un deluge,” Athenaeum ou Galerie français, 12 (December 1806). J.B. Saint-Victor, 
“Vers faits en voyant le tableau d'une scène de déluge, par M. Girodet,” Journal de L'Empire  (13 
October 1806): 4. Le Glaneur, “Glanage dans le Salon,” Journal de Paris (1806), 38.1043 
Collection Deloynes, Bibliothèque nationale de France.  
 118 
The emotional extravagance of Girodet’s narrative was heightened by the scene’s 
strange illumination, a single flash of lightning that mimics the diagonal alignment of the 
bodies, cutting from the top right into the penumbra of the lower left. Deemed “too 
trenchant and disagreeable,”263 it produced a “false day.”264 The journalist Jean-Baptiste-
Bon Boutard, a frequent champion of Girodet’s work, countered that this unconventional 
form of illumination exemplified the artist’s immense originality.265 Particularly visible 
in Girodet’s preparatory oil-on-wood sketch (fig. 2.15), the use of lightning speaks to the 
artist’s long-standing and intense fascination with alternative forms of illumination. 
It was while working on Déluge that Girodet is said to have adopted the form of 
nocturnal painting for which he would later be known. According to Pierre-Alexandre 
Coupin, the painter’s first biographer, Girodet’s mornings were chiefly occupied with 
social and professional affairs that prevented him from painting. Unable to complete his 
work during daylight hours, he would continue to paint by candlelight until 2am. His 
friend and pupil Antoine-Claude Pannetier eventually created “a mobile lighting 
apparatus,” which Girodet continued to use until his death.266 Coupin boasted that this 
artificial light “could veritably replace that of the sun,” recalling the charge that Déluge 
depicted a “false day.” Girodet’s use of alternative illumination in his studio would thus 
																																																								
263 [D.B.?] “Secondes observations sur le Salon de 1806,” Journal du publiciste, 38.1050 
Collection Deloynes, Bibliothèque nationale de France, 437. 
264 F.C., “Lettre sur le salon de 1806,” Journal des archives littéraires, ou mélanges de literature, 
d’histoire et de philosophie (1806), 38.1047 Collection Deloynes, Bibliothèque nationale de 
France. 
265 Jean-Baptiste-Bon Boutard, “Salon de l'an 1806 (No. III),” Journal de l’Empire (1806): 1-4. 
266 Coupin, vol. I, xliv. 
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appear to echo his frequent recourse to non-solar forms of illumination in his large-scale 
history paintings.  
This practice was commemorated by his student François-Louis Dejuinne in the 
1821 work Girodet Painting ‘Pygmalion et Galatée’ in the presence of Sommariva (fig. 
2.16). Pannetier’s apparatus casts a bright, concentrated light on the painter and his 
canvas, shrouding the rest of his studio in shadow. On the back wall, Endymion can be 
seen adjacent to an open window that frames the distant Moon, inviting a comparison 
between the artist and his painted protagonist. Dejuinne’s painting indicates that 
Girodet’s interest resides less in extending the solar day, as Coupin implies, but rather in 
creating conditions of visibility within a nocturnal period of reverie and inactivity.267 
Girodet first began to imagine a subject who could inhabit this nocturnal temporality in 
the figure of Endymion, who experiences a state of cognitive suspension. Slumbering in 
his darkened grove, the radiant Endymion summons both the visual and erotic pleasures 
of an unending night—pleasures made possible, on both formal and narrative levels, by 
moonlight. Revisited after the Revolution in Une Scène de déluge, the unending night 
portends catastrophe rather than reverie. A fleeting crack of lightning illuminates a world 
that is perilous, unstable, and emphatically uninhabitable. 
Recall that the use of the human body as an electric conductor was best 
exemplified in what became known as the “human chain,” a variation on the experiment 
																																																								
267 Jonathan Crary speaks to a collapse of the social nature of sleep and the gradual 
“homogenization of time” as the imperatives of capitalism dismantled earlier cycles of inactivity 
and labor in 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep (New York: Verso, 2014). Girodet’s 
nocturnal activity could be productively compared with the sleeping figures found in works by 
Goya and Fuseli. They indicate a romantic commitment to private, non-rational temporalities of 
artistic production.   
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first demonstrated at Crane Court and later recounted by Robertson in his memories. 
Nollet famously transmitted an electric shock through 180 royal guards at Versailles in 
front of King Louis XV and his court. The men held hands and were also connected by 
pieces of metal; when joined in an electric circuit, each man felt a simultaneous shock. 
The experiment was reproduced with 200 Carthusian monks from a nearby monastery 
and later with over 600 people at the Collège de Navarre. Eighteenth-century treatises 
insisted that “the number of people who compose this chain is irrelevant; one hundred 
people will feel it the same is if there were only three or four.”268 
Although introduced under the monarchical ruling order of pre-Revolutionary 
France, electricity became a potent way of describing and understanding the Revolution. 
The caricature La Chûte en masse (or, The Mass Fall, c. 1793, fig. 2.17) depicts a 
republican activist sending an “electric shock of liberty” to the corrupt officials of the 
ancien régime. Crucial, here, is the near-instantaneous and radically non-hierarchical way 
in which electricity was thought to travel through bodies, thus serving as an apt metaphor 
for both the form and the aspirations of Revolutionary sentiment. The “shock” produced 
by the electrical machine (topped with a Phrygian bonnet) is shown incapacitating the 
despotic leaders of Europe and toppling the political hierarchies to which they belong. 
Literary uses of the metaphor also proliferated. In Über die allmähliche Verfertigung der 
Gedanken beim Reden, written between 1805 and 1806, Heinrich von Kleist likened the 
spread of revolutionary enthusiasm to the transmission of electric charges between bodies. 
Thomas Carlyle’s 1837 history The French Revolution later claimed that, “France is a 
monstrous Galvanic Mass […]; electrifying one another, positive and negative; filling 
																																																								
268 M. Guyot, Nouvelles récréations physiques et mathématiques (Paris: Gueffier, 1786), 320. 
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with electricity your Leyden-jars—Twenty-five million in number! As the jars get full, 
there will, from time to time, be, on slight hint, an explosion.”269 
The human chain, as both a popular eighteenth-century demonstration and a 
Revolutionary metaphor, described a corporeal experience in which an immaterial “spirit” 
or virtue was rapidly transmitted within and between individuals. The resulting 
configuration was a collective that was physically linked and laterally organized, 
grounding a Revolutionary subject in a body that was capable of receiving and 
transmitting an invisible force. Unable to direct the electricity that flowed through him, 
the subject of the human chain was merely a conductor of something larger, a link in a 
chain with no limit to its size. Even the physical properties of the human chain—difficult 
to contain or control, producing effects that are uniformly distributed, and joining 
together large numbers of people—echo the tripartite cry of liberté, égalité, fraternité. 
Girodet’s Déluge presents its own kind of human chain whose structure is echoed 
in the transmission of electricity taking place behind it. The flash of lightning, the 
luminous discharge on which the visibility of the scene depends, replicates the diagonal 
alignment of bodies in the foreground. The oil-on-wood sketch more explicitly points to 
the manual transmission of electrical virtue, the linking of hands that made a human 
chain possible. As the bright and jagged crack of lightning rends the canvas, it meets the 
ill-fated protagonist’s left hand, passing behind and through his torso. The lightning 
continues just under the point of contact between the young man and his incapacitated 
wife, growing fainter where their son strives but fails to reach their linked arms.  
																																																								
269 Thomas Carlyle, The French Revolution, vol. II pt.3 ch. II (London: Chapman and Hall, 1837), 
144. 
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The critic Pierre-Jean-Baptiste Chaussard asked of this scene, “One still sees the 
members of the same family clasping to and leaning on one another: but how can all the 
rings of this chain be linked to [just] one of them?”270 Chaussard thus identifies the 
figural grouping as a chain, but one that is structurally compromised. Boutard, too, 
expressed concern about “this chain of people,” in which a sudden instability is 
“communicated [from the father] to the other figures,” producing “a jolt” (une secousse, 
also “a shock”) which pushes their son off the face of the rock.271 Struggling to escape 
the rising waters of the flood, this family can only survive if they are able to preserve 
their physical connectivity. According to Boutard, however, what has been 
“communicated” along this chain only serves to further imperil them.  
Girodet’s painting depicts a human chain in crisis. This corporeal configuration 
has been intensely destabilized, set askew along a dramatic diagonal axis. Each link, each 
point of continuity between the figures is on the verge of breaking. On the lower left, the 
young boy desperately clings to his mother’s hair, but his fingers are already sliding 
through her uncoiled locks. Only the foremost tip of one of his feet remains on the rock. 
His mother has fainted, her neck limp and her knees buckling under the weight of her two 
children. Unresponsive to her husband’s touch, the mother’s fingers have gone slack. 
Above, the young man straddles two outcroppings of rock, his elderly father perched atop 
him. The older man’s withered and inactive legs are set in contrast to those of his son, 
which bulge under the strain. Whereas the older man’s free left hand clutches a purse of 
																																																								
270 “On voit toujours les membres d’une même famille se serrer et s'appuyer l'un sur l'autre: mais 
comment rattacher à un seul tous les anneaux de cette chaîne?” P.-J.-B. Chaussard, Le Pausanias 
français; état des arts du dessin en France, à l'ouverture du XIXe siècle : Salon de 1806 (Paris : F. 
Buisson, 1806), 123. 
271 Boutard, “Salon de l'an 1806 (No. III),” 2. 
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money, his son’s hand firmly grips the family’s sole anchor and collective hope: a single 
tree branch, which has begun to splinter. This configuration invokes, among other things, 
a patrilineal arrangement, a literal line of fathers and sons, that is about to be broken. 
Rather than part of an empowered model of collectivity united by immediate and shared 
corporeal experience, Girodet’s protagonists are gravely endangered by the precarity of 
this organization. 
Their fate is anticipated by a single drowned figure on the lower left. Physically 
and visually isolated from the group, she reveals the consequences of becoming 
untethered from this chain. The solitude particular to this fate was described a few years 
earlier by William Cowper in his 1799 poem “The Castaway,” in which a drowning crew 
“perish’d, each alone,” despite their physical proximity. (This line would become an 
important refrain in Virginia Woolf’s 1927 novel To the Lighthouse, in which the phrase 
gestures to an uniquely modern experience of unbridgeable psychological isolation 
shaped by the trench warfare of WWI.) The drowned figure’s physical separateness 
indicates the reinstatement of a subject who is similarly discrete and bounded.  
The highly articulated musculature and the billowing drapery that entangles both 
the young mother and elderly patriarch give evidence of Girodet’s close study of 
Michelangelo while in Rome. Girodet’s composition, however, presents a kind of foil to 
the Creation of Adam found on Michelangelo’s Sistine ceiling. If the Renaissance Master 
imagined an approaching moment of contact that would result in the transmission of vital 
energy to unactivated matter, Girodet presents the failure of such a touch. To the extent 
that the painting does indeed present a kind of human chain, it would appear to indicate 
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that this arrangement has ceased to offer a functional model of collectivism: to belong to 
this chain is to be endangered and rendered insensate.  
Whereas the Davidian neoclassical nude had once encoded republican virtue, 
Girodet reveals the consummate powerlessness of this figure.272 The would-be young 
hero is incapable of saving his family and can only passively witness his own failure. In 
the words of one reviewer, “he is gripped with horror at seeing the destruction of his 
family, which all his efforts can not prevent; his mouth opens with convulsion.”273 Rather 
than a hero, Girodet has painted a spectator.  
The response attributed to Girodet’s protagonist resonates with those narrated by 
the painting’s critics. “Terrifying,” claimed Le Flâneur au Salon.274 “Horrifying,” 
suggested the Athenaeum.275 “This sensation,” the Mercure de France complained, 
“which prevents reasoning, and which is common to all the spectators, proves that the 
artist has overreached the goal he should have been content to attain.”276 Those who view 
																																																								
272 Accounts of the decline of the neoclassical nude are numerous and varied. Key examples 
include Clark, “Painting in the Year II.” Crow, “A Child Shall Lead Them,” in Emulation. Alex 
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274 Le flâneur au Salon ou Mr Bon-homme; Examen joyeux des tableaux mêlé de vaudeville 
(Paris: Aubry, 1806): 32. 
275 “Suite du Salon de 1806,” Athenaeum ou Galerie française: 3.  
276 “Salon de 1806 (iiè Article),” Mercure de France: 28. 
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it, claims the Journal de l’Empire, “must feel their nerves furiously irritated in casting 
their eyes on a painting such as the Déluge by M. Girodet.”277  
Constant among such texts was the claim that the viewer could not control his or 
her responsiveness, that “one is involuntarily moved in front of the painting of Une Scène 
de déluge.”278 Indeed, asked another, “who can look at this painting without shaking?”279 
The Gazette de France advised the viewer to moderate his or her exposure to the work in 
order to better evaluate its aesthetic content: “Terror penetrates every sense when looking 
at this pathetic composition…It is necessary to leave the painting for a minute, to protect 
oneself from the illusion.”280 These texts connote a mode of spectatorship in which the 
viewer is overpowered in both affective and physical terms, a mode that is thematized by 
Girodet’s erstwhile hero.  
The social implications of a human chain, in which its members are laterally 
organized, had been central to its use as a Revolutionary metaphor. Critical responses to 
Girodet’s painting, however, reveal a post-Revolutionary populism that is increasingly 
passive and stratified. The Gazette de France review continues, “the spectator the least 
initiated into the secrets of painting will embrace at once all the effect and the intention of 
this beautiful composition.” This “least enlightened class of spectators,” another noted, 
																																																								
277 N., “La critique des critiques du Salon de 1806, etrenne aux connoisseurs,” Journal de 
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“will celebrate the painting without being able to identify its faults.”281 In the words of 
the Mercure de France, “the least enlightened of the public […] don’t know how to judge 
the merit of a painting other than by the sensation it makes them experience.”282 This 
specific charge—namely, that the lower classes were only capable of an emotional or 
sensory response to art, whereas the refined upper class viewer was able to appreciate its 
intellectual content—pervaded art criticism through the nineteenth century. What is of 
greater interest is its proximity to an obsolete model of political collectivism rooted in 
shared corporeal experience. In place of the collective Revolutionary agency described by 
the human chain, one finds the physical and affective vulnerability of a disempowered 
spectator.  
Neither fully radical nor fully aristocratic, Girodet’s historical position was 
similarly precarious. Unlike David, who preceded him, or Gros, who followed him, 
Girodet was never able to fully integrate himself into the social and artistic machinery of 
either Revolutionary or Imperial patronage. One might even imagine that this failure, the 
result of a kind of historical, social, and stylistic “in-betweenness,” would make the 
painter particularly sensitive to the plight of his doomed hero in the Déluge: subject to the 
vicissitudes of powerful forces beyond his control, he is burdened by the weight of those 
both older and younger—a burden, it is clear, that is impossible to shoulder.283  
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As one reviewer described the young protagonist, “he is gripped with horror at 
seeing the destruction of his family, which all his efforts can not prevent; his mouth 
opens with convulsion.”284 The convulsion experienced by the young man echoes a 
meteorological “convulsion of nature” (as Girodet described the storm).285 In the words 
of another reviewer,  “everything is in motion, everything is gleaming, everything is 
convulsive.” 286 The recurrence of this term indicates that contemporary viewers did 
indeed understand the painting to be engaging with the kind of involuntary corporeal 
contraction or agitation which had come to play a central role in discussions of electricity 
and the nervous system. Without claiming an explicit citation, it seems to me both 
possible and necessary to understand the roots of this terminology and the role it plays in 
a broader set of cultural conventions that inform how one understands the body and the 
various means by which it responds to events and stimuli.  
As sudden, involuntary, and violent corporeal events, these convulsions are not 
localized sensations that one can simultaneously experience and clinically observe; 
Girodet’s bodies are wracked with spasms, or worse yet totally incapacitated. Girodet 
reveals that which was always implicit within any attempt to use the human body to 
produce knowledge of electricity: violence, pain, incapacitation, and death. His 
protagonists are radically dispossessed of their capacity for dispassionate observation and 
coolheaded reasoning, a direct consequence of various actions on or in their bodies. At 
																																																																																																																																																																					
in the context of dramatic political transformation. Dale G. Cleaver, “Girodet’s Déluge, A Case 
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284 F.C., “Lettre sur le salon de 1806,” 443. 
285 Girodet, “Aux rédacteurs du Journal,” 1937. 
286 Original italics. Chaussard, 122. 
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every turn Girodet shows us bodies that refuse or are unfit for the corporeal self-evidence 
on which the eighteenth-century study of electricity relied. In announcing the dissolution 
of this model, and the relationship it posited between body and knowledge, Déluge plays 
upon the very features that made it possible: lateral transmission, corporeal penetrability, 
and the production of “shocks” both physical and otherwise. Moreover, it reveals the 
dramatic personal and political consequences of a concurrent set of historical 
transformations. 
8. “The Eyes of Endymion” 
At the Salon of 1819 Girodet exhibited his last major painting, Pygmalion and 
Galatea (Pygmalion et Galatée, fig. 2.18). The work, which had been commissioned by 
the Italian patron Giovanni Battista Sommariva, returned to and inverted the themes of 
his first Salon painting, Sleep of Endymion. At the beginning of his career, Girodet 
pictured a protagonist who had been put to sleep. At its close, a figure awakens.  
Pygmalion received exuberant, lavish praise at the annual Salon. A laurel wreath 
was affixed to it, apparently greeted by the joyful cries of an enraptured crowd of on-
lookers. James Rubin has astutely observed that this response was probably orchestrated 
by Girodet himself or perhaps the Institut de France, which sought to elevate the painting 
as a beacon of the traditional French School of painting, a style that was becoming 
increasingly obsolete.287 One need look no further for evidence of its erosion than 
Géricault’s Raft of the Medusa, exhibited at the same Salon. At best, Pygmalion was an 
exemplar of saccharine conservatism; at worst, it was stylistically irrelevant.   
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In Girodet’s painting, Pygmalion watches with surprised delight as his artistic 
creation, the statue of Galatea, comes to life. Her feet retain the pale yellowish sheen of 
stone while her upper body flushes with the rosy glow of life. As one viewer remarked, 
“[her] blood already circulates, [and] the head and torso breath with life, whereas the legs 
are still alabaster.”288 In between them, a small figure of Cupid reaches out to delicately 
touch the hands of the artist and his beloved artwork, and a bright flash passes between 
the knees of Cupid and Galatea. Although surrounded by a thick cloud of luminous 
incense, the body of Galatea is clearly bounded by an outline of pinks, browns, and blues. 
Even at the very point where Cupid’s spark meets her knee, the contours of her flesh 
remain unbreached.  
Describing the bright, concentrated illumination of the scene, Delécluze wrote 
that it was painted “like the flash of bare electricity.”289 Another compared it to a 
“luminous, electric explosion.”290 Cupid’s agency in particular was coded in electric 
terms: “It’s the contact of Cupid who, like the fire of an electric spark, has given the 
statue a soul!”291 The Journal des dames et des modes was more explicit, writing, “Cupid 
is in the middle and he seems to conduct (all joking aside) a galvanic experiment.”292 
Galvani’s experiments decades earlier on frog legs had proven that muscles and nerves 
																																																								
288 I.G., “Salon de 1819. Lettre de l’artiste à Pasquin et à Marforio,” La Renommée 157 (1819), 
620. 
289 Delécluze, “Huitième lettre,” as quoted in Lemeux-Fraitot, “Ut Poeta Pictor,” 381. 
290 Landon, Salon de 1819, 11, as quoted in Lemeux-Fraitot, “Ut Poeta Pictor,” 381. 
291 “C’est le contact de l’amour qui, comme le feu de l’étincelle électrique, a donné l’ame à la 
statue!” Auguste-Hilarion de Keratry, Annuaire de l’école française de peinture ou Lettres sur le 
Salon de 1819 (Paris: Maradan, 1820), 238. 
292 Evariste, “Huit jours à Paris,” 510. 
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could be stimulated into action by electricity. This effect was commonly featured in the 
electric shows of the 1780s through the “reanimation” of dead or paralyzed birds, as 
conducted by Comus, Rabiqueau, and countless others. At the turn of the century, 
Galvani’s nephew Giovanni Aldini travelled throughout Europe demonstrating his 
uncle’s methods and giving large public lectures that involved applying electric charges 
to the bodies of dead animals. In London Aldini famously electrified the corpse of a 
recently executed man, Thomas Forster, for an audience of professionals, who watched 
with astonishment as the expired limbs jerked into motion.293 
Nowhere in Girodet’s œuvre is the visual language of electric experiments more 
explicitly cited than in Pygmalion. The bright yellow light that passes between Cupid and 
Galatea transmits life to a previously inanimate being, as if Galatea was Galvani’s frog 
leg, Aldini’s corpse, or Comus’s paralyzed bird. However, unlike spectacular electric 
demonstrations, the warm, almost cloying, yellows and pinks indicate daylight. Insofar as 
Cupid is an electrical showman and Galatea is his subject, the results are couched in a 
narrative of amorous and aesthetic pleasure. Moreover, Galatea exhibits none of the 
involuntary physical responses produced by electric shocks. Instead, she flushes mildly.  
Pygmalion watches her transformation with wonder, a grateful spectator. 
Although he is Galatea’s enamoured creator, he does not participate in the electric or 
somatic exchanges taking place between Cupid and Galatea. The pearlescent horizontal 
line that connects their knees in an electric spark is not extended to Pygmalion, who is 
suspended in the moment before his touch reaches Galatea’s breast. As in Girodet’s 
																																																								
293 Roy Porter, Flesh in the Age of Reason (New York: Allen Lane, 2003), 215.  
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Déluge, literal touch coincides with an electric exchange. On the right, the fleshy contact 
between Cupid and Galatea is decisive, with two of his fingers curling as they meet 
Galatea’s delicately extended forefinger. Yet on the left, Cupid’s fingers hover just above 
Pygmalion’s wrist. The interstice is marked by the vermillion of Pygmalion’s cape 
peeking through from behind (fig. 2.19, detail). Whereas the ill-fated hero of the Déluge 
was both an agent in and spectator of the unfolding events, Pygmalion has been exempted 
from such obligations. He is not tasked with participating in or sustaining an electric 
circuit, in spite of the close relationship Girodet proffers between love, animation, and 
electricity. (The phallic nature of Cupid’s wing, suggestively placed at Pygmalion’s hips, 
implies that he might be similarly displaced from a sexual exchange.) In Pygmalion and 
Galatea, the roles of subject and object, witness and experiment, self and evidence, are 
no longer coextensive. The body of Galatea is visually bounded and recast as an aesthetic 
object—something to be looked at rather than identified with. Meanwhile, her spectator is 
physically proximate to, but ultimately excluded from, the electric transmissions that 
animate her. 
Four lines of poetry attached to the painting’s frame during the Salon present a 
similarly inactive viewer: “Charming painter of Endymion/ Come enjoy the transports of 
an enchanted crowd;/ All of Paris for your Galatea,/ Has the eyes of Endymion.”294 The 
lines, which may reference a version of the Endymion myth in which the shepherd sleeps 
with his eyes open, clearly identify the reciprocity of Girodet’s early and late paintings. 
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Curiously, though, they associate spectatorship with a state of dramatic physical and 
mental powerlessness.  
Ossian had inspired in its viewers “the fatigue of a painful daydream that presents 
to the mind only the confusion of images and alteration of forms.”295 While looking at the 
Déluge, worse yet, “terror penetrates all your senses.”296 “Withdraw your eyes,” Boutard 
helpfully suggested.297 In front of Pygmalion, in contrast, the reader of the Journal des 
dames et des modes is encouraged to, “nourish your eyes, electrify your soul, and remain 
in ecstasy until they close the doors.”298 Although such overwrought language is not 
unique to reviews of Girodet, the contrast offered between these two responses points to a 
significant rethinking of spectatorship, of what it means to experience, to witness, and to 
look.  
Girodet’s paintings indicate the expiration of a subject-position described by 
Schaffer’s concept of “self-evidence.” To be penetrable is to be vulnerable in ways that 
are deeply troubling on personal, political, and epistemological levels. The electric shock, 
moreover, unhinges the mechanisms by which the experience of the individual body was 
admitted to the register of universal knowledge. “Experiencing” was increasingly set at 
odds with “knowing.” Girodet’s various perversions of the erstwhile neoclassical ideal 
nude register both the rapid decline of its epistemological purchase and the simultaneous 
abandonment of some of its political possibilities.   
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In the 1770s Fuseli had already begun to depict models of spectatorship that were 
incompatible with the task of the physiognomist. But his critique was more squarely 
aimed at the capacity of the body to be a repository of information, to encode or in-
corporate this information in visual terms. In electric experiments these two activities 
coincided in ways that set them increasingly at odds. The body that received a sudden 
shock or convulsed when applied with electricity was not simultaneously capable of 
measuring and observing these effects with the cool deliverance of a refined sensory 
apparatus. In the place of the knowing subject or the rational witness as a model of 
spectatorship, Girodet anticipates a spectator who is ejected from a participatory role. 
Like Pygmalion’s viewer in the Journal des dames et des modes, he is incapacitated. This 
spectator is increasingly defined as the passive recipient of affective and corporeal 
provocations, to which he can merely respond. The terms by which this occurs, and the 
contours of spectatorship that emerge, crystalize around a very different and specific 




















To represent the invisible…wasn’t it 
necessary to begin by representing 
the loss of the visible?   
Julia Kristeva, Capital Visions 
 
 
In or around 1812, Fuseli painted his most recent of several illustrations from 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth (fig. 3.1, Lady Macbeth Seizing the Daggers, Tate Britain, 
[1812?]). The artist had a long personal history with the play, having translated it into 
German while living in Switzerland. During his first trip to London Fuseli even attended 
a renowned production that featured David Garrick in the titular role. He documented the 
performance with his drawing Garrick and Mrs. Pritchard as Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth after the Murder of King Duncan (fig. 3.2), and later repeated and inverted the 
composition in a 1774 drawing (fig. 3.3).  
Lady Macbeth Seizing the Daggers revisits these earlier drawings. On the left, a 
bewildered Macbeth holds the two knives with which he has just killed Duncan, King of 
Scotland. Lady Macbeth, entering from behind a curtain on the right, draws a finger to 
her lips to urge his silence. The linear contours and detailed setting of the 1766 pen-and-
ink drawing have given way to a shadowy expanse of browns and blacks through which 
the figures move in thin wisps of translucent white pigment. The only color to emerge 
from this penumbra is the bright carmine blood that covers Macbeth’s daggers, hands, 
and torso.  
The painting belongs to an established subject in Fuseli’s oeuvre, and its formal 
characteristics mark an evolution in his mature theory of art. Yet it is also, inescapably, a 
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painting made after the deployment of the Revolutionary guillotine. If the composition 
once expressed the psychological burden of an irreversible act of violence, it had also 
become a painting about regicide and its disavowal—a disavowal of particular urgency in 
the early years of the nineteenth century.  
In his Lectures on Art, Fuseli argued that, “it is not by the accumulation of 
infernal or magic machinery, distinctly seen….that Macbeth can be made an object of 
terror,--to render him so you must place him on a ridge, his down-dashed eye absorbed 
by the murky abyss; surround the horrid vision with darkness, exclude its limits, and 
shear its light to glimpses.” 299 Viewers of Lady Macbeth Seizing the Daggers at the 
Royal Academy credit him with having succeeded in this regard, one critic writing that, 
“no painter has ever transported our imaginations so fervidly and so far into the obscure 
and awful regions of ideal and supernatural existence.”300 
Although this late painting evinces the formal obscurity and sense of unbounded 
space Fuseli described in his Lectures, his Macbeth can be found not on a ridge but in a 
doorway. Emerging from a separate unseen space, Macbeth bears the physical evidence 
of his guilt. Pale streaks of pigment shield his right shoulder and lower leg from our view. 
The doorway is an upright rectangular structure within which a body—or part of a 
body—is located, framing a sharpened metal blade reddened with the blood of a king. 
But neither the act of Revolutionary regicide nor the instrument that carried it out are 
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actually present. Lady Macbeth’s mandate is clear: “These deeds must not be thought / 
After these ways; so, it will make us mad.”301  
Unlike the electric and physiognomic practices discussed in preceding chapters, 
the guillotine was, from its inception, a physical instrument as well as an expansive set of 
meanings and representations that far exceeded its material reality. For this reason the 
following pages will discuss the guillotine but also related prints, paintings, and stories 
that were in circulation. I examine the dissolution of a certain set of ideas about the 
relationship between body, knowledge, and representation that aligns itself around the 
guillotine but that is not fully encapsulated within it—and, crucially, a transformation 
whose temporality is not coextensive with the guillotine’s use.  
The body has long been established as a central site on which political identity 
was staged during the French Revolution, as staged through Revolutionary festivals, 
medical discourses, large-scale oil paintings, military service, and fashion.302 For Antoine 
de Baecque, “the corpse is the conceptual object that allows revolutionary politics to be 
thought out.”303 Scholars such as Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, Thomas Crow, Martin Myrone, 
Satish Padiyar, Dorinda Outram have demonstrated the rich and complex means by 
which representations of body defined the subject in both political and psychic terms. 
																																																								
301 William Shakespeare, Macbeth, ed. Thomas Marc Parrott (New York: American Book Co., 
1904), 2.3.44-45.  
302 See, for example: Albert Boime, “The French Revolution,” in Art in the Age of Revolution 
1750-1800 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). Lajer-Burcharth, Necklines: The Art of 
Jacques-Louis David after the Terror. Antoine de Baecque, Glory and Terror: Seven Deaths 
under the French Revolution (New York: Routledge, 2001). Outram, The Body and the French 
Revolution. Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell, Fashion Victims: Dress at the Court of Louis XVI and 
Marie-Antoinette (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015). 
303 De Baecque, 8.  
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Inspired by this scholarship, the body is my concern also. However, rather than 
discussing the body as a cipher for subjectivity, sexual identity, class, or politics, I am 
instead concentrating on thresholds of sensation and consciousness, the temporalities of 
death, and the limits of sight and knowledge. Like electric demonstrations and 
physiognomic readings, the guillotine was also a form of display that placed certain 
expectations on its viewer and that shaped ideas of what it meant to witness and respond. 
The chapter will begin with a discussion of the guillotine’s inception and its use, 
particularly during the Terror. I will then consider its relationship to the theater and to 
representation more broadly. This chapter will ask: what kind of body does the guillotine 
produce? What does it mean to be a spectator of the guillotine? What kind of subject 
coalesces around its activity and also its product? I will revisit the public and medical 
debate the guillotine ignited in the mid-1790s, and the consequences of this debate for an 
understanding of the body as a privileged site of knowledge production. Unlike the 
preceding chapters, works by Fuseli and Girodet will punctuate and direct these accounts, 
as they reflect and also challenge some of the interconnected transformations underway 
and ultimately interrogate what representational possibilities remain after the guillotine. 
These artists also take heed of Lady Macbeth’s warning, for their works are often as 
much about the guillotine as they are about its suppression. 
 
1. Inventing the Guillotine 
The first beheadings of the French Revolution were carried out by pikes, a tool 
described by Regina Janes as, “the weapon of the common foot soldier… old-fashioned, 
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primitive, common, simple, and cheap.”304 These traits made it an ideal instrument of 
populist insurgency. After one such episode on 14 July 1789—the Fall of the Bastille—a 
vast crowd that moved through the streets of Paris with the heads of its victims held aloft 
on pikes and pitchforks. Among this crowd, present at both the Bastille and the 
subsequent procession from the Place de Grêve to the Palais Royale, were Girodet and 
David.305  
Girodet recorded the scene in a small drawing of weapons, several of which bear 
fragments of their victims (fig. 3.4). When it is compared with a post-mortem drawing of 
Robespierre by Dominique Vivant Denon (fig. 3.5, 1794) the particularities of the pike 
are more apparent. Girodet’s heads are mutilated and irregular. Bobbing up and down the 
page, supported by pikes at various angles, they register the disorganized but dynamic 
movement of the crowd as it rushes through the streets of Paris. Each head is highly 
individualized, fragmented, and mobile. In contrast, Vivant Denon’s head of Robespierre 
is composed and static, and his face remains unmarked by injury or expression (an 
interesting fiction when one considers that Robespierre famously attempted suicide 
before his execution but only managed to shoot off a sizable portion of his jaw). 
The fatal instrument that would later become a kind of visual shorthand for 
Revolutionary violence was initially introduced to the National Assembly in the fall of 
1789 as a small component of a reformed punitive system put forward by doctor Joseph-
Ignace Guillotin. He proposed that earlier forms of torture and execution, which reflected 
																																																								
304 Regina Janes, “Beheadings,” Representations 35 (1991): 31.  
305 Brown and others assert, “there can be no doubt that Girodet was present at the fall of the 
Bastille” alongside David. Stephanie Nevison Brown, “Girodet: A Contradictory Career” (Ph.D. 
diss., Courtauld Institute of Art, 1980), 43.  
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both the class of the criminal and the particularities of the crime, be discarded in favor of 
a universal—and therefore egalitarian—method.306 Beheading, an erstwhile privilege of 
the aristocracy, offered a means of execution that was considered the most humane and 
ennobled. On 21 January 1790 most of Guillotin’s proposals were adopted, although the 
beheading machine he proposed was redirected to the Committee on Criminal Legislation 
and was not revisited by the Assembly for over a year. 307  
During this time the National Assembly debated and subsequently drafted a new 
penal code that sought to redress the byzantine and hierarchical methods of the ancien 
régime. Many, including subsequent Terreur-ists such as Robespierre and Saint-Just, 
argued for the abolition of the death penalty and cited its inefficacy as a deterrent against 
future crimes. Its abolition, moreover, might offer proof of the new regime’s moral 
superiority. The penal code that was ultimately adopted in 1791 did not discard the death 
penalty altogether, but redefined it as the simple loss of life rather than the symbolic 
enactment of sovereign power on the criminal body.308 As such, it was obligated to be 
humanly administered and minimally painful.  
																																																								
306 His proposal was reprinted in the Journal des décrets (1 December 1789), 7-8, as quoted in 
Louis-François du Bois, Recherches historiques et physiologiques sur la guillotine et details sur 
Sanson (Paris: Chez France, Libraire-Éditeur, 1843), 5.  
307 For a comprehensive account of these events, see Paul Friedland, “Legislating the New Death 
Penalty,” in Seeing Justice Done: The Age of Spectacular Capital Punishment (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012).  
308 Foucault, for example, describes the guillotine as a transitional object of disciplinary power, 
still participating in the theatrical model of the scaffold but limiting the contact between the law 
and the body of the criminal to the time of a mere second. This shift reflected contemporary 
philosophical concerns as well as waning interest in public executions, whose audience was 
increasingly confined to the lower classes. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 
Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1977).  
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In the interim, Guillotin had collaborated with Antoine Louis, secretary of the 
Academy of Surgery, to redesign and construct a prototype of the beheading machine he 
first presented in 1789.309 Louis, who is credited with the idea of angling the device’s 
blade, inspired its original names: La Louise, or La Louisette. At the Hôpital Bicêtre the 
device was used on a bundle of straw, a sheep, and three corpses in front of a small crowd 
that included Guillotin, Cabanis, and the executioner Sanson. Following the first 
successful beheading of a criminal on 25 August 1792, the machine was officially 
adopted as the universal means of execution in France.310  
With the introduction of the guillotine the criminal was no longer subjected to 
intimate and specific violence that reflected his identity and his crime, and the 
executioner no longer demonstrated a specialized skill set to communicate them through 
his direct action on the body of his victim. Instead, the criminal and executioner became 
largely passive actors in a highly routinized sequence of events. This often began at the 
Conciergerie with the prisoner’s “last toilette,” a perversion of the aristocratic toilette 
during which the victim’s hair was roughly shorn by one of Sanson’s assistants to expose 
the neck. An open cart transported the condemned over the Pont au change and through 
the streets to the waiting scaffold, a process that could take one or two hours, and 
																																																								
309 Similar devices such as the Scottish Maiden had been in use for centuries and were known 
through German engravings. The French variant was said to have taken its inspiration from a 
description of such a device printed in a travel narrative: Voyage historique et politique de Suisse, 
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construction of the guillotine.  
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sometimes longer.311 Depending on the celebrity of the prisoner, additional guards would 
accompany the cart and the route might be lined with spectators.  
The guillotine was first situated on the Place du Carrousel, and its movements 
through Paris registered a shifting political terrain in addition to answering logistical 
problems such as drainage. (An ambulatory312 version of the machine, used for non-
political executions, operated continuously at the Place de Grêve in front of the present-
day Hôtel de Ville.) During much of the Terror political executions took place in the 
Place de la Révolution, where the guillotine stood from August 1793 to June of the 
following year. Today known as Place de la Concorde, it had been called Place Louis XV 
in the decades preceding the Revolution. Government-sponsored fairs and theaters were 
established on this square in the 1770s to distract Parisians from more pressing economic 
hardships.313 Members of the royal family, including the Dauphin and Dauphine, visited 
the fairgrounds several times in the early 1770s to express their support of a venue in 
which they would later, fatally, occupy center-stage.314  
On 9 June 1794, at the height of the Terror, the guillotine was relocated near the 
former Bastille for three days and then to the Place du Trône renversé (today’s Place de la 
Nation) before returning to the Place de la Révolution for the execution of Robespierre 
																																																								
311 For information about the route, see G. Lenotre, La Guillotine et les exécuteurs des arrêts 
criminels pendant la Révolution, (Paris: Perrin, 1893), 162.  
312 Ambulatory in the sense that it was not permanently erected atop a large scaffold but was 
instead assembled on site for each execution and removed thereafter.  
313 See Michèle Root-Bernstein, Boulevard Theater and Revolution in Eighteenth-Century Paris 
(Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1981). 
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and members of his political circle on 28 July 1794.315 The guillotine’s presence at Place 
de la Révolution became so intimately associated with the Terror that the anniversary of 
Robespierre’s fall in July of 1795 was marked by a decree that the Place would no longer 
be a site of executions. Georges Bataille describes the guillotine’s absence as “the central 
point of the triangle formed by the two horses and the obelisk” now found in the square, 
“an empty space, open to the rapid flow of traffic,” whose emptiness only serves to 
foreground that which was once present.316  
Once at the scaffold, to which prisoners were led one at a time, they were tied to 
an upright board approximately four feet high that could be lowered onto the device. The 
criminal’s head was then braced between two pieces of wood. Separate baskets were 
positioned to receive the body and head, the latter of which might be lifted up by the 
executioner to show to the crowd. Guillotin summarized the operation as follows: “the 
blade falls like lightening, the head flies, blood spurts, the man exists no more.”317 
2. The Terror of Europe 
Although the criminal body was removed, as Foucault argues, from the “spectacle 
of the scaffold,” in which sovereignty expressed itself through legible markings of torture, 
the visual and structural elements of the guillotine were still quite articulate. The inverted 
aristocratic toilette, the austere and lowly cart, the exposure of the condemned to the 
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316 Georges Bataille, “The Obelisk,” Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 221. 
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urban crowd, and the consistency with which the criminal’s individual identity was 
subordinated to the abstracting populism of routinized execution all reflected the social 
and political aspirations of the Revolution. Even the total horizontality of the victim, 
which differed from the kneeling required by earlier beheading mechanisms (fig. 3.6), 
symbolically undermined the hierarchy of the body before the moment of death. 
The physical removal of the head was closely mapped onto the metaphoric 
decapitation of the body politic. Caricatures such as Je perds une tête, j’en trouve une (fig. 
3.7) identified the parallel actions of the guillotine and the Revolution. Radical prints, 
which often show the severed head held aloft by an unidentified hand (e.g., fig. 3.8), 
depict the triumph of the common body over the individual head, alluding to the political 
resonances of a body without a head. Such prints show this body as a hand, perhaps a 
synecdochal reference to the physical (or “manual”) labor of the lower classes. Implicit in 
this imagery was the idea of a force comprising multiple parts and functions that is 
greater in size and strength than the centralized cerebral authority that had once 
controlled it. In subjecting the deposed Louis XVI (renamed Louis Capet) to the 
guillotine, the Revolutionary government literalized this symbolic decapitation, and in 
executing him like any other citizen sought to deny the exceptionalism of the royal 
body.318 Ironically, however, this same act ultimately reaffirmed the embodiment of 
sovereign authority in the King’s physical being by indicating that the dissolution of his 
power could only be achieved through the destruction of his body.  
																																																								
318 This was famously described in Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: Study in 
Medieval Political Theology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957). 
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The power of Guillotin’s beheading machine was not fully realized until several 
months later with the institution of a period of radicalism and violence known as the 
Reign of Terror (La Terreur, 5 September 1793 - 28 July 1794). Whereas the summer of 
1793 had seen only a handful of executions, there were over 3,000 guillotined in 
December of that same year. The guillotine was most active during June and July of 1794, 
known as the Grande Terreur, when more people were killed in Paris over a six-week 
period than had been executed in the preceding 15 months altogether.319 Up to 30 or 40 
prisoners would be executed in a single session, having been condemned during fournées, 
or group trials. Death rates, however, remained significantly higher in Lyon and 
especially in the Vendée, where revolts against the Revolutionary government had 
escalated to a civil war.  
The Terror also marked a decisive shift in the international reception of the 
Revolution. Initial English sympathizers compared it to their own Glorious Revolution of 
1688, which had dethroned the Catholic King James II and resulted in the Bill of Rights 
of 1689, a document that permanently stripped the British monarchy of absolute power. 
(The deposed King James II fled to France where he was supported by Louis XIV, an 
alliance that galvanized British antagonism towards the House of Bourbon.) The events 
of 1793, beginning with the execution of Louis XVI, alienated British supporters. The 
regicide could not have failed to resonate in a country whose own King Charles I (father 
of James II) had been executed for treason under Oliver Cromwell in the preceding 
century. The British radical press came under increasing censure and a series of 
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 145 
aggressive legal measures equated public support of the Revolution with sedition and 
treason.  
Caricatures began to represent the French as maniacal and lawless, driven to 
excess by bloodlust. James Gillray’s Destruction of the French Collossus [sic.] (fig. 3.9, 
1798) depicts France as a headless body that uses a bloodied guillotine as a walking stick 
and wears the decapitated head of Louis XVI around its neck like a medallion. The 
guillotine became a British symbol of the Revolution’s lack of sober-minded restraint; 
what the French had adopted as a rational instrument of egalitarianism the British now 
characterized as an unwieldy machine of madness (e.g., fig. 3.10).  
As the paradigmatic instrument of the Terror, the guillotine embodied both its 
aspirations and its means. Although the most bloody and radical period of the Revolution, 
the Terror has also been recognized as a highly calculated and historically informed 
strategy that was enacted, with some success, to preserve a fragile republic. Hugh Gough, 
for example, has argued that it was brought about to “pre-empt popular violence”—a 
claim supported by Danton’s famous exclamation, “let us be terrible to prevent the people 
from becoming so.”320 Ronald Schechter also argues that historians have lost sight of the 
eighteenth-century meaning of the term “terror.”321 Used to characterize powerful 
monarchs, “terror” was actually associated with majesty, glory, power, justice, and 
legitimacy. For example, Louis XIV was described as the “terror of Europe” for his 
successful military campaigns. When the term was deployed by Revolutionaries (and not, 
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as is sometimes assumed, by Counter-Revolutionaries), it was designed to legitimize the 
young government and inspire fear in enemies both domestic and foreign. Drawing on the 
writing of Giorgio Agamben, Sophie Wahnich claims, further, that the Terror was both a 
crucial form of empowerment within the Revolution’s emotional economy as well as the 
ultimate claim for popular sovereignty, “the employment of sovereign vengeance by the 
people.”322 As both a concept and a historical event, the Terror has played a significant 
role in subsequent debates about the necessity, ethics, and consequences of violence in 
relation to political regimes and efforts to overthrow them.323  
 
3. Bodies and Heads   
In 1809, Vivant Denon commissioned a painting from Girodet to celebrate the 
suppression of the Revolt of Cairo, a rare episode of triumph in Napoleon’s notoriously 
ill-fated Egyptian campaign. The Revolt of Cairo (fig. 3.11), like the other works under 
consideration here, is not exclusively or even primarily a painting about the “guillotine” 
in a more confined sense of the word. But embedded within it one finds formal and 
thematic concerns that attempt to come to terms with its product: a body in pieces.324 In 
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The Revolt of Cairo these pieces have been multiplied and dispersed within a crush of 
figures that surge towards the upper right corner of the canvas. Darcy Grigsby identifies 
the painting as an episode of erotic and colonial contact in which national and racial 
boundaries are mapped onto boundaries of the body.325 As she has noted, heroic action is 
not assigned to the charging French Hussar on the left but to the naked Bedouin on the 
right who tries to protect a wounded Mameluke. In the background, the rebels are armed 
with bayonets and pikes—familiar tool of insurgency to those who had witnessed the 
Revolution. 
The only figure whose body is fully visible is that of the charging Hussar on the 
left. His compatriots and combatants alike are piecemeal apparitions of limbs, torsos, and 
heads. One critic complained that the viewer is “obligated to search for whom certain 
arms and legs belong to,” a task sure to end in disappointment.326 Of particular confusion, 
then as now, is the body to which the decapitated head in the lower center of the painting 
belongs. A preparatory sketch (fig. 3.12) confirms that the head has been taken from the 
fallen Hussar in the immediate foreground, whose right gloved hand and discarded sword 
point out towards the viewer. The confusion results from a compositional strategy 
																																																																																																																																																																					
Revolution fits into her larger account of,  “a loss of wholeness, a shattering of connection, a 
destruction or disintegration of permanent value that is so universally felt in the nineteenth 
century as to be often identified with modernity itself.” Nochlin, The Body in Pieces: The 
Fragment as a Metaphor for Modernity (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1994), 23-4. In 
describing the product of the guillotine thusly, I hope to evoke a body whose disintegration has 
profound political, aesthetic, and epistemological consequences.  
325 In her masterful account of the painting, Grigsby notes that the actual rebels came from 
Cairo’s urban lower classes, although Girodet depicts the insurgents as a mixture of Bedouin 
Arabs (“whose beauty electrified [Girodet],” Coupin, Oeuvres, vol I, xviii) and Mamelukes. 
Grigsby, Extremities. 
326 Sentiment Impartial sur le Salon de 1810 (Paris: Chaignieau Aîné, 1810), vol. I, 8. 
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whereby Girodet conceals the figure’s bleeding neck with his fallen helmet. The black 
tendrils of hair that spill out into the foreground belong to the helmet rather than an 
obscured head, a fact easily overlooked if the painting is viewed from even a modest 
distance. The head’s absence is cleverly but subtly alluded to through the dark opening of 
the empty helmet: here is where a head should be; here is where a head is not.  
Julia Kristeva has noted that the blond braids encircling the decollated head lend 
spiritual gravity to the sacrifice of “brave French soldiers, disguised for the occasion of 
their decapitation as Italian Christs.”327 The composition also recalls the conventional 
representation of victims of the guillotine, which show the victim’s head held aloft, 
clutched by its hair, from a single hand (fig. 3.8). In the place of the tendrils of blood that 
are typically seen beneath the decapitated head, Girodet shows curling golden locks of 
hair. The severed head is thus valorized and the act of decapitation is attributed to a racial 
“other,” perhaps as evidence of his barbarity. Like Fuseli’s Lady Macbeth, Revolt at 
Cairo alludes to the visual and structural features of the guillotine, but does so in a way 
that expresses the great necessity of suppressing and reassigning them. (Another reviewer 
complained that the head “spoils the effect by rendering horrible that which, without it, 
would only be terrible.”328) 
The severed head is notably contrasted with the head of the fainting Mameluke 
supported by the Bedouin on the right. Whereas the Mameluke’s brow contracts and his 
eyes appear slightly open, the face of the dead Hussar conveys no suffering. His lids are 
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closed as if by sleep, his brow is placid, and his lips even appear to turn upwards on the 
left, inspiring one 1810 viewer to ask, “why does the cut-off head smile?”329 As will 
become evident later, this question was of great consequence.    
Perhaps Girodet could no longer imagine a unified, self-identical body through 
which heroic attributes are conveyed and glorified; perhaps this body was simply no 
longer available to him after the guillotine. At the foreground of his canvas, in the area 
closest to the viewer’s own space, the artist instead paints a dismembered French soldier. 
His decapitated body is the most central example of a larger condition Girodet has 
created in his composition: a profound confusion as to what a whole body could look like, 
where it would be found, and to whom its agency might be attributed. Instead, this 
certainty is emphatically withheld, with the sole exception of the four-limbed charging 
Hussar—although what the viewer really sees of this Frenchman is not a body but rather 
an exterior scaffolding of richly colored and densely draped clothing. 
Pointing out towards the viewer in the middle foreground is the empty helmet, 
which encircles a concentrated darkness, a perceptual void. It doubles the viewer’s 
blindness in its pigmented opacity and in the way it obscures the fatal wound. At the very 
center of this highly narrative military encounter, played out on a canvas overflowing 
with surface detail, Girodet places something that cannot be seen. It makes present an 
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absence, but is it the absence of the head? Is it the absence, as Kristeva might ask, of the 
visible?330  
4. “A Kind of Theater”  
The features of the guillotine that have been discussed—its introduction, its use, 
and its symbolic resonances—occupy a relatively fixed place within scholarly narratives. 
What this more established history tends to overlook is the extent to which the guillotine 
operated within the register of representation. This occurs most literally in discourses that 
identify the guillotine as a form of theater, but also in structural features of the guillotine 
that create effects of unreality. In this way, the guillotine alludes to an emerging form of 
historical experience predicated on representation—a sense that Revolutionary events 
were illusory, that what one experienced was not the thing itself but an image of the thing, 
suggesting, moreover, that the individual was increasingly identified as a viewer rather 
than a participant.331 
This feature is brought to the fore in Éric Rohmer’s 2001 film The Lady and the 
Duke (L’Anglaise et le Duc), which offers a meditation on issues of “appearance” in the 
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French Revolution. Based on a posthumously published memoir, the film retells the story 
of Lady Grace Elliott, an Edinburgh-born royalist who lived in Paris during the 
Revolution.332 Rohmer recreates the lost architectural spaces of eighteenth-century Paris 
with painted trompe-l’œil backdrops. Instead of an immersive historical setting, the film 
presents a nonhierarchical expanse of visual detail that appears artificial and flat. 
Revolutionary events are choreographed encounters that unfold in the narrow foreground 
of a planar, brightly saturated set. Episodes of appearance—of being seen, of showing 
and concealing—are also central on the level of narrative. For example, early in the film 
Rohmer’s eponymous Lady is stopped on the street and presented with the severed head 
of the Princesse de Lamballe, erstwhile companion of Marie Antoinette.333 When she 
visibly recoils, Elliott unwittingly reveals herself as a royalist to a violent crowd of 
republicans. She narrowly escapes sharing the Princesse’s fate by showing documents 
that identify her as a British national.  
Features related to the problem of “appearance” can be attributed to the historical 
occasion of the Princesse’s death itself, about which multiple fictionalized accounts 
entered circulation. Although it is certain that the Princesse de Lamballe was killed and 
then mutilated by a large crowd, extremely divergent accounts of the event spread 
through Paris that were never resolved into a single definitive narrative. Competing 
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descriptions of different timelines, actors, and acts, each of which had its own political 
valence, remain in a state of irresolution even in contemporary scholarly accounts. The 
Princesse’s death immediately took on the status of an unknowable core around which 
various partial-truths circulated. Her corpse became, in the words of Antoine de Baecque, 
“an imaginary and fantastic object,” rather than a historical or bodily fact.334 It was as if 
the event itself was fundamentally illusory in its nature, only accessible through 
representation or even as representation. As a result, the following pages will be as 
attentive to rumor and misinformation as they are to the so-called historical facticity of 
the guillotine.  
The guillotine was associated with multiple representational mediums during the 
Revolution. For example, its exertion of sudden vertical pressure invited comparisons 
with the printing press, a similarity not lost on engravers (fig. 3.13). A British account 
from 1793 noted that, “this destructive instrument is in the form of a painter’s easel.”335 
The fact that this easel isolated the head inspired Daniel Arasse to describe the guillotine 
as a “portrait machine.”336 The print Gouvernement de Robespierre (fig. 3.14) recalls a 
very specific collector of portraits: the physiognomist. In Lavater (fig. 3.15), it is putti 
that have felicitously assembled a pile of heads for the reader. The rounded contours of 
their necks reassure us that these are sculpted portraits rather than actual heads. Such 
piles signify something very different after the guillotine. They recall the implicit 
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violence Fuseli had associated earlier with the physiognomic portrait, although 
subsequently imbued with connotations of Revolutionary bloodlust (e.g., fig 3.16). Most 
recently, Richard Taws has demonstrated the means by which the guillotine both 
referenced and undermined conventions of monumental sculpture.337 
Above all, the guillotine was compared to and described as theater. For historians 
like Daniel Arasse, this was a theater of the sublime in which the audience member, “like 
the Kantian spectator of a violent storm…shuddered at the terribilitas of what he saw, yet 
enjoyed the knowledge that it could do him no harm.”338 The French term spectacle 
pervaded contemporaneous descriptions of the scaffold, and popular theatricals such as 
the vaudeville show The Guillotine of Love further affirmed its proximity to the stage.339 
One early nineteenth-century history of the guillotine by François Fortuné Guyot de Fère 
even cites the claim that the guillotine was first introduced to Paris not by the National 
Assembly but as a theatrical prop: “They have assured me that in a play presented before 
the revolution at the theater d’Audinot, titled Quatre Fils Aymon, one saw the guillotine 
on the stage. I cannot, by the way, guarantee this fact, which seems hardly believable.”340  
The prisoner’s behavior on the scaffold (which bore many similarities to common 
wooden stages) was often described as a performance. The journalist Jean-Marie Girey-
Dupré, for example, who had published Le Chansonnier Patriote: Ou Receuil de 
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Chansons, Vaudevilles et Pots-Pourris Patriotiques in 1792, sung his way to the scaffold. 
Similarly, when a popular actor was condemned, accounts noted that, “as in the theater, 
this man claimed to play a role in the revolutionary tragedy. He played it courageously, 
cynically, to the end.” Executed in April of 1794, the actor “died as he had lived—
theatrically. Sanson showed his head. The crowd cried, ‘Bravo!’ It was his final hit.”341 
This analogy was readily acknowledged by the guillotine’s victims. While 
imprisoned at the Conciergerie, Adjutant-General Gabriel Nicolas-François Boisguyon 
reportedly asked the executioner, “is not your scaffold like a ball-room, citizen, and does 
not the knife, like the violins, begin operation in such a way as not to leave time for two 
words?” Sanson replied in the affirmative, and Boisguyon continued, “We must ask […] 
the citizen-executioner to come and superintend our rehearsals.” As Sanson noted in his 
memoir, Boisguyon “alluded to a parody of capital punishment which had become the 
chief amusement of the prisoners.”342 In a practice Thomas Carlyle termed “acting the 
guillotine,” prisoners would recreationally rehearse their own trial and death.343 In the 
words of Honoré Jean Riouffe, who had also been imprisoned in the Conciergerie, “the 
accused was always condemned… and the patient came to the foot of the bed to receive 
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the fall of the blade that would strike his head.”344 When Boisguyon eventually climbed 
into the cart that would lead him to the scaffold in November of 1793, he said to Sanson, 
“You will be astonished to see how well I can play my part.”345 
The rhetoric of theater, which imparted a sense of pretend to the gruesome 
proceedings, was complicated by the very features that made the guillotine an attractive 
instrument of republican ideology: its uniformity and speed. Although the guillotine 
produced a highly public display suffused with both melodrama and satire, its actual 
operation, the severing of the neck, was effectively invisible. For Arasse, this constitutes 
“a blind spot around which there crystalizes a terrible visibility,” namely the visible 
invisibility of death even at the moment it occurs. 346  
The theatricality of the guillotine offers us a different way of understanding this 
invisibility. Of the first public execution, the Chronique de Paris was among several 
sources to note that, “the people […] were hardly satisfied; they saw nothing; the thing 
was too quick; they dispersed disappointed, singing to console themselves for the 
deception.”347 The prominent physiologist Pierre-Jean-George Cabanis characterized it as 
“the affair of a minute,” evoking both the lack of a clear visual event and the misaligned 
temporalities of guillotine and human sentiment: “The spectators don’t see a thing; there 
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is no tragedy for them; they don’t have time to be moved.”348 Pelletier echoed Cabanis, 
noting that there “is hardly time for the soul of the spectator to be moved, or one finds 
them more surprised than pained… They have declared to ask themselves if they have 
really seen [anything] or if they have been dreaming.”349 
According to the Chronique, rather than the “thing” itself, the spectator saw 
“nothing.” But this need not denote a blind spot. Like the painted darkness of the open 
helmet found in Revolt of Cairo, it also indicates the visual presence of an absence. The 
painted helmet and the guillotine: both reject visual self-evidence, both show themselves 
not showing, and both locate invisibility at the center of a historic episode. The theater 
that surrounds the guillotine constitutes a set of visual effects that stand in for something 
that cannot be seen. In other words, it is precisely the invisibility of the execution that 
entered it into the register of representation. It is “illusory” insofar as it presents an 
incongruity between what can be seen and what is actually taking place, and it is in this 
sense that I propose that the guillotine describes an experience of history characterized by 
effects of unreality.350 A “deception,” offers the Chronique; a “dream,” counters Pelletier. 
In all three cited descriptions, this coincides with the spectator being denied some kind of 
appropriate or full emotional apprehension of the event.   
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One possible consequence of this may be the rise of “suddenness” as a definitive 
category of aesthetic experience in German literary Romanticism. According to Karl 
Bohrer, this “category of radical temporalization” relates “directly to Schlegel’s and 
Kleist’s reflections on the French Revolution.”351 These writers invoke literary modes of 
suddenness as the only means by which a Revolutionary event can be made perceptible or 
intelligible. It is during this period, Bohrer writes, that “the concept of appearance in the 
sense of something deceptive that falls short of the truth became topical again in the 
aesthetic debate about the theory of the beautiful.”352 
Shortly after the execution of Louis XVI in Paris, a new attraction opened in the 
London Haymarket. It occupied a picture gallery that had previously exhibited a 
collection of Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Old Master paintings and which now offered the 
public a spectacle of a more visceral nature:  
“…A guillotine has been constructed under the immediate direction of a 
gentleman who very minutely examined the original, which is exactly 
similar in every respect. And in order that the effect of the machine may 
be better conveyed to the spectator [an] execution is performed on a figure 
as large as life. The head is severed from the body by the tremendous fall 
of the axe, and the illusion is complete.”353  
In describing the Haymarket guillotine as an illusion, the advertisement suggests that the 
viewer will have the perceptual experience of an execution without such an event actually 
taking place. It also implies that the guillotine was associated with illusion even in other 
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national and political contexts. The Haymarket guillotine offered a facsimile of the 
instrument that could perform a mock-execution, yet it was described in the same terms 
as the real instrument and actual event—which is to say, as not at all real or actual.  
 Like Barker’s panorama, which opened in Leicester Square at around the same 
time as the Haymarket guillotine, it presented a challenge to the spectator’s perceptual 
capacities. Although it was not yet understood in terms of the mechanics of vision, this 
effect anticipated what Jonathan Crary identifies as a growing “disparity between a 
subjective visual field and the possibility of a conceptual and perceptual grasp of an 
external reality” in the early nineteenth century.354  
5. The Spectator, the Subject, and the Corpse 
Who was this spectator? Or rather, what did it mean to be a spectator of the 
guillotine? If Fuseli’s earlier depiction of decapitation (fig. 1.36, Executioner Displaying 
the Head of John the Baptist) alluded to the implicit violence of physiognomic 
knowledge, the drawing he executed in 1805 more emphatically confronted such 
questions. This ink-and-wash drawing (fig. 3.17), part of a series of illustrations based on 
the thirteenth-century German epic poem Nibelungenlied, depicts Queen Kriemhild 
presenting the severed head of her brother King Gunther to his vassal Hagen, both of 
whom had been conspirators in the murder of her husband King Siegfried years earlier.  
The larger narrative abounds with episodes of decapitation. Gunther’s wife 
Brunhild, once an eligible maiden of formidable strength, had decapitated all suitors who 
failed to best her at a series of physical feats in their attempt to win her hand in marriage. 
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Hagen later decapitated Kriemhild’s infant son Ortlieb while he was seated in his 
mother’s lap, and she in turn ordered the decapitation of her brother Gunther. It is a story 
of regicide and revenge, in which characters often misread acts of justice and vengeance, 
collective benefit and personal gain, and reasoned calculation and impassioned 
recklessness.  
Fuseli once again reverses an earlier composition. In the place of a distraught 
male nude who lunges to the left with a severed head in hand, we find a clothed and 
composed female who boldly thrusts the decapitated head of her brother to the right. 
(Coincidentally, all nicknames given to the guillotine feminized it.) The 1805 illustration 
closely resembles the iconography of the guillotine, and in particular the post-
decapitation presentation of the head, by the executioner, to the crowd (e.g., figs. 3.18 
and 3.19). Gunther’s head, clutched by its hair, is luminous against a background of 
brown wash. The flowing drapery of Kriemhild’s dress takes the place of the tendrils of 
blood that often accompanied the head. Like the helmet in Girodet’s Revolt of Cairo, the 
drapery simultaneously alludes to and conceals the operations of the guillotine.  
To the right of Kriemhild, Hagen recoils from the sight of his king’s severed head. 
The rounded contour of Hagen’s leg and torso answers the upward sweep of Kriemhild’s 
drapery that leads directly to Gunther’s head. On the far right, the chains that imprison 
Hagen faintly echo this arrangement. Such formal parallels reflect the narrative 
inevitability of Hagen’s imminent decapitation at the hands of Kriemhild.  In presenting 
Hagen with Gunther’s head, Kriemhild informs him that a similar fate awaits him, a fate 
from which he cannot escape in either physical or narrative terms. The protagonist no 
longer wields the head, as he does in Executioner Displaying the Head of John the 
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Baptist. Instead, he is an immobilized viewer who merely responds to it. Fuseli’s Hagen 
is in fact both the guillotine’s spectator and its victim. Fuseli’s illustration seems to 
indicate that these two identities are intimately related.  
The effects of the guillotine on its spectators provoked much debate. Arguing for 
the abolition of the death penalty in front of the National Convention, J.-B. Jourdan asked, 
“What mortal…who appears on the scaffold does not inspire in all spectators a sentiment 
of compassion, horror, pain, which they cannot master?”355 In the same meeting of 7 
January 1793, Henry Bancal argued that the French character would be permanently 
altered by the blood spectacle. He expressed particular concern for the fairer sex. “Young 
woman,” he exclaimed, “do you know why I don’t want to marry you? It’s because you 
assisted with the bloody scenes of September and with the executions of the terrible 
machine invented by Guillotin.”356 (One does feel rather sorry for Bancal’s sweetheart, 
who was rendered unmarriageable by a Revolution that offered her neither civil rights nor 
citizenship.)  
A participatory engagement with the guillotine such as the one foreshadowed by 
Fuseli’s Executioner was demonized and subsequently pathologized. (This set the 
guillotine at odds with other Revolutionary spectacles seen, for example, in post-
Thermidor fêtes that explicitly solicited psychic and corporeal participation, although in 
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ways that were highly circumscribed and ideologically directed.357) The Furies of the 
guillotine (les furies de guillotine) exemplified an unconstrained form of participation 
that, in the words of Lajer-Burcharth, results from “the symbolic collapsing of the Terror 
as a ‘disorder’ of revolutionary history onto the Rousseauian ‘disorder’ or women—the 
view of women as a permanently subversive force within the political order.”358 Although 
lower-class collective female action in the Revolution was largely unarmed and non-
violent, directed at effects of disruption and distraction, the Fury was a cautionary figure 
of political activism that perverted the natural social order.359 The Fury was one of 
several Revolutionary types that were later associated with madness.360 An early 
twentieth-century text associated this kind of physical activism with delirium. In this case, 
the audience of the guillotine ceased to represent the People (le peuple) and became the 
Crowd (la foule): “the crowd is not the people…the crowd is the people, or rather, a 
fraction of the people, in delirium. Delirious with enthusiasm or delirious with rage.”361  
Although the spectator of the guillotine was not an active participant in the 
execution, his responsiveness to the event had a specific political valence. Recall that in 
Rohmer’s film, Grace Elliott’s evident dismay when confronted with the decapitated head 
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of the Princesse de Lamballe discloses a political affiliation that directly imperiled her 
own life. Conversely, a reaction that was excessively positive could indicate destabilizing 
radicalism or bloodlust. To fail to respond was just as problematic, for it might designate 
a kind of desensitization to violence that revealed the spectator to be devoid of moral 
sensibility. The very real and concrete stakes of viewing and responding to the activities 
of the guillotine also informed more complex acts of identification.  
Washington Irving’s 1815 The Adventure of the German Student tells the story of 
a young man named Wolfgang who studies spiritualism in Paris during the Revolution. 
Walking through the streets one night during the Terror, he comes upon the scaffold of 
the guillotine and encounters “a female figure, dressed in black.” In their conversation 
she alludes to grave personal misfortune, and Wolfgang is soon moved to avow 
passionate love for her. Considering the ceremonies of marriage to be “among other 
rubbish of the old times,” he takes her into his bed. Awakening the next morning, 
Wolfgang finds that his amour is not asleep—she is dead! When he learns that she had 
been guillotined the previous day, he is driven into irreversible madness. Irving’s story 
figures death not as something one simply witnessed; it became a bedfellow, a beloved 
object. For Wolfgang, the only person with whom he found an immediate and natural 
rapport (“She was evidently an enthusiast like himself, and enthusiasts soon understood 
each other.”) was a corpse. 
Alexandre Dumas penned a related narrative in 1848 in his Les Mille et un 
fantômes, which tells the story of the fictional son, Albert, of a real historical showman, 
Nicolas-Philippe Ledru (commonly called Comus). During the Terror, Sanson’s assistant 
le Gros tells the young man that guillotined heads have been exhibiting signs of life. 
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Albert decides to verify this by conducting a series of experiments. Trained extensively in 
electricity and magnetism by his father, Albert spends two months electrifying severed 
heads in the cemetery of Clamart by night while wooing his virtuous lover Solange by 
day. One evening at the cemetery, Albert hears Solange call his name from a pile of 
heads on a nearby cart. Surprised, he stumbles backwards and inadvertently knocks a 
single head off the cart, which begins to roll towards the fallen scientist. Upon reaching 
Albert, the head of Solange plants a kiss on his lips before tumbling into the mass grave 
below, the shock of which causes Albert to faint. When he is revived the following 
morning, Albert learns that Solange had been guillotined the previous day, and that the 
kiss had been their final farewell. 
These stories, although richly seamed with satire, evoke a subject who is 
intimately shaped by death, a subject coupled—quite literally—with a corpse. In this 
sense they reflect an ideology of self-experience that emerges during the Revolution that 
Jonathan Strauss refers to as “death-based subjectivity.”362 Strauss finds evidence of this 
in experiential modalities described by Kant and Hegel that radically subordinate the 
individual self to an intellectual concept or social organization, and thus call for a kind of 
self-annihilation. This reading is supported by Maurice Blanchot, who revisits Hegel’s 
concept of absolute freedom in his essay “Literature and the Right to Death” and brings 
its implicit violence to the fore: “The Terrorists,” Blanchot asserts, “are those who desire 
absolute freedom and are fully conscious that this constitutes a desire for their own 
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death.”363 Blanchot imagines a similar relationship with literature, in which death 
becomes a condition of possibility for language, for meaning, and for the self. 
Strauss’s account of death-based subjectivity coincides with historical episodes of 
Revolutionary suicide. One source estimates that almost 4,000 took their own lives 
during this period.364 Suicides of political necessity were valorized by a discourse of 
“heroic suicide” outlined by Dorinda Outram.365 This discourse found its echo in early 
German romanticism, in which writers like Kleist identified suicide as a singular vehicle 
for the expression of free will. One particularly resonant trope in contemporaneous 
caricatures was the end of humanity as brought about by an overzealous use of the 
guillotine. A 1794 print Gouvernement de Robespierre (3.14) depicts the Revolutionary 
scaffold, surrounded not by spectators but merely by piles of heads, grouped into their 
respective estates. The largest pile belongs to “the people.” According to the caption, the 
executioner Sanson has guillotined all of France and nothing remains but for him to 
execute himself.  
Six years after this print was made, François-René de Chateaubriand published a 
novella in The Genius of Christianity (Génie du christianisme) that tells the story of a 
young woman caught between her love for the Native American Chactas and her Christan 
vow of chastity. Her only recourse, which attests to her virtuous selflessness, is suicide. 
The narrative responded to the post-Revolutionary revival of Christianity and recast a 
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Rousseauian natural man as an exoticized racial other.366 Chateaubriand’s story also 
inspired his close friend Girodet to paint Burial of Atala (fig. 3.20, Atala au tombeau, 
Louvre), which was later exhibited at the Salon of 1808.367  
Chactas and a hermit named Father Aubry prepare to bury Atala after a nocturnal 
vigil in her honor. At the center of his composition Girodet places her dead body, which 
is illuminated by a distant sun that has passed through a rounded aperture of stone that 
casts the rest of the scene in shadow, an arrangement resonant with the projection of a 
magic lantern. The distant cross, thrown into relief by the light of the rising sun, is 
doubled by a smaller cross clutched to Atala’s breast. As in the stories of Irving and 
Dumas, Chateaubriand’s beloved object is a corpse.  
Girodet’s painting also provoked its viewers to ask if Atala was really dead, 
reminding us that the uncertain boundary between life and death satirized by Dumas and 
Irving was actually a pressing concern in early nineteenth-century France. One reviewer 
suggested that Atala’s fate was mapped onto the landscape, from the rising sun on the left 
to the dark vegetal grave on the right: “here [on the left], everything still permits one to 
hope that she breathes, that she can be returned to us; there [on the right], all hope we had 
dared, nothing remains for us but tears and regrets.”368 Other reviews presented a more 
literal ambiguity: “‘What do I see? A woman who has fainted?’ asks Madame Denis. 
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‘No,’ her husband says, correcting her, ‘it’s the death of Atala.’”369 Yet another review is 
annotated by its editors, who explain that the critic M. Buteux “finds, as plenty of others 
do, that Atala doesn’t seem sufficiently dead.”370 Girodet’s advocate Boutard made a 
point of disproving this assumption, which must have gained considerable traction in 
order to provoke such an emphatic and public denouncement. The pallor of Atala’s face,” 
he writes, “her decolored lips, the sad and imposing appearance that surrounds her, 
present positively enough to the imagination the idea of her state of death, and are more 
than sufficient, undoubtedly, to repress all other notions.”371  
Girodet revisited this theme in Pygmalion and Galatea, another episode in which 
the distinction between life and death is uncertain. Whereas Girodet’s Atala is formally 
suspended between life and death, Galatea is both alive and dead simultaneously. Girodet 
paints Galatea’s body in the process of being animated by Cupid’s “galvanic 
experiment”; although her head flushes with life her legs retain the inanimate, waxy 
sheen of alabaster. In other words, Galatea is partly alive and partly not. She manifests, 
formally, a new conception of death put forward by Marie-François-Xavier Bichat in his 
1800 text Recherches physiologiques sur la vie et la mort. For Bichat, death is the 
aggregate of local, partial deaths dispersed throughout the body. As described by 
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Foucault, Bichat reconceives of death as something coextensive with life, a phenomenon 
that is not fixed and instantaneous but “multiple, and dispersed in time.”372  
Girodet’s attentiveness to Atala’s supple skin and radiant pallor underscores the 
beauty of the dead body. Yet it is these “other notions” that Boutard asks us to “repress” 
that once again seem to disclose a much more troubling proximity to the guillotine. The 
viewer, like Irving’s protagonist, is unequal to the task of distinguishing the dead from 
the living. This, more than anything, indicates that Girodet’s paintings resonate with a 
particularly troubling feature of the Revolutionary guillotine: an unsettling of the 
temporality of death.  
6. “Why does the cut-off head smile?” 
One of the guillotine’s most notorious victims, Charlotte Corday, was condemned 
for assassinating the prominent radical Jean-Paul Marat. Art historical scholarship has 
demonstrated that both David’s famous depiction of the murder victim (Death of Marat, 
1793) and the rich visual ceremonies enacted around it constitute a key moment of 
Revolutionary self-definition.373 Corday’s death, however, proved controversial for 
entirely different reasons. On 17 July 1793 Corday was guillotined in front of a large 
crowd, and, according to Prudhomme, “immediately the drama has an epilogue: the third 
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aid of Sanson, François le Gros, slapped the cheeks of the decapitated head two or three 
times.”374  
When Corday’s head was then presented to the crowd, many claimed to have seen 
the face blush in response to le Gros’s assault. Jean-Joseph Sue, a well-known military 
surgeon and anatomist, asserted that, “all the spectators were struck by the color change 
and demanded immediately, by loud murmurs, vengeance for this cowardly and atrocious 
barbarism.”375 The British press later attributed Corday’s blush to her innate modesty, 
which had been affronted by the partial nudity required by the device.376 The historian 
Jules Michelet was among many who intimated that the blush never occurred, and was 
merely “a simple optical effect, perhaps; the crowd, agitated at that moment, had in their 
eyes the red rays of the sun that pierced the trees of the Champs-Elysées.”377  
Corday was not the first victim of decapitation whose head was said to have 
remained animate and responsive. Severed heads were said to blink, dilate their pupils, 
and grind their teeth. Popular jokes alluded to fights breaking out between the severed 
heads of radicals and aristocrats when they ended up in the same basket. This lore 
predated the guillotine by hundreds of years. One medieval legend told the story of an old 
Gaul reciting the Pater noster before his decapitation; an impatient executioner acted 
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before he could finish, but the severed head still concluded the prayer. Evidence, it was 
claimed, is all around; one need only consult the twitching merchandise on view at the 
butcher or consider the chicken, a creature known to run around with its head cut off.  
The controversy surrounding Corday’s post-mortem blush was part of a larger 
debate emerging in the mid-1790s that questioned the moral legitimacy of the guillotine 
and probed the uncertain boundary between life and death. (The discourse extended to 
Switzerland, Prussia, and Austria. It had reached Britain by 1799, if not earlier.378) 
Competing claims played out in mainstream newspapers and were usually aimed at a 
general readership. Scientists asked themselves and each other a variant of the question 
posted by a critic of Revolt of Cairo: “Why does the cut-off head smile?” My summary of 
this debate focuses on a string of publications from 1795 that have been discussed in 
other histories of the guillotine, including those by Arasse, Jordanova, Outram, and 
Smith.379 What follows does not present new historical texts from this debate, but seeks 
to locate them within an unfolding set of ideas about the material life of the body.  
In the fall of 1795 the Prussian journalist Oelsner, who had been exiled in France, 
published a letter he had recently received from the anatomist Thomas von Soemmering 
in the Magasin encyclopédique with some introductory remarks of his own. Soemmering 
and Oelsner opposed the use of the guillotine, arguing that, far from being a painless and 
humane affair, it was even more physically and psychologically painful than the earlier 
forms of public execution it had replaced. The head, they claimed, survived for some 
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time after it was separated from the body. Soemmering insisted that sentiment and 
perception reside in the brain; severed from the body, “sentiment, personality, the ‘I’ 
remained living for some time.”380 In this case, the victim must experience the 
considerable pain and grotesque consciousness of his own decapitated state. Soemmering 
went so far as to claim that, “if air was again regularly circulated through the organs of 
speech, as long as they hadn’t been destroyed, the [decapitated] head would speak.”381 
Citing Galvani’s experiments with animal electricity, they estimated that life and 
responsiveness would likewise persist in the headless body for up to fifteen minutes. 
Every element of the execution replicated the barbarity of the “frightful apparatus” itself, 
including “the horrible convulsions of the guillotined, […] the atrocious lines, the 
hideous cutting of hair, the indecent nudity, the blood covering a mutilated cadaver, and 
the execrable executioner.”382 
Their text was met with a swift rebuttal in Le Moniteur universel by Pelletier. He 
countered that consciousness required the organs of thought and sensation to be linked. 
Once separated, “the individual loses intelligence and life at the same time, like a strike 
of lightening, and as soon as that he ceases to suffer.”383 The convulsions observed in 
decapitated bodies, he continued, were the result of automatic muscle movements and not 
evidence of the persistence of life or the experience of pain.   
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Jean-Joseph Sue offered an even more radical account of the guillotine and the 
experience of pain it produced. He claimed that the dismembered head continued to think 
and that the headless body continued to feel after the moment of their separation. Pain, he 
reasoned, is felt locally within the body and then transmitted to the mind; the mind does 
not feel the body’s pain, it merely knows that the body feels it. Thus, a headless body 
could still experience local pain even if there was not a mind present to register it. Like 
Oelsner and Soemmering, Sue cited Luigi Galvani’s experiments from decades earlier. 
“When we irritate a frog leg separated from the body,” he writes, “there is pain in that 
leg.”384 Conversely, the sensation of phantom limbs proves that the mind is capable of 
feeling pain in the absence of the body. Thus, both the sensation of pain within the body 
and the perception of that pain within the mind are not mutually dependent, but capable 
of occurring independently. Sue’s implicit distinction between sensation (as neural 
stimulation) and perception (as the conscious mind’s reception of that stimulation) would 
become commonplace within physiological discourse in the early nineteenth century.385  
Whereas Soemmering estimated that life lasted for up to fifteen minutes after 
decapitation, he had failed to take into account, according to Sue, “that pain which lasts a 
single minute is of an incalculable duration for he who suffers it.”386 Oelsner had said as 
much in his preface to Soemmering’s letter, arguing that time is experienced relative to 
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sensation. In producing a discontinuity between the physical centers of sensation and 
cognition, Sue and Oelsner also suggest that the guillotine introduced an experience of 
pain that did not adhere to conventional or collective temporalities, and in this sense 
foreshadowed a broader dismantling of the concept of “absolute time” proposed by Isaac 
Newton.387 Absolute time is consistent and universal, existing independently of the 
human perceptions and natural processes that unfold within it. As Donald Wilcox has 
argued, this notion of time was “crucial to the certainty implicit in scientific 
methodology,” in which the “observer had to be conceived as fixed, indivisible, and 
absolute.”388 When Soemmering and Oelsner insisted upon an experience of time that 
was variant, individual, and perceptual, they inadvertently ran against the grain of a 
mathematical conception of time that had underwritten the Newtonian epistemological 
framework, and that would be rapidly dismantled in the nineteenth century.  
Soemmering’s former colleague, Wedekind, sided with Pelletier. He dismissed 
claims that post-mortem convulsions were evidence of life or consciousness, noting that 
involuntary movements accompany episodes of apoplexy and epilepsy during which the 
sufferer is not conscious. If anything, Wedekind concluded, post-mortem convulsions 
prove the absence of consciousness. They belong to body that can only move without its 
head. (Many scholars locate this debate within the rise of physiology and the “de-
throning” of the head as a privileged site of selfhood and consciousness as well as the 
central repository of sensation. Instead, sensation and consciousness were increasingly 
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understood to be de-centralized, dispersed throughout the body in a way that mirrors the 
aforementioned Revolutionary aspirations for a political body.389)   
Cabanis, a scientist of great prominence, defended the guillotine on physiological 
grounds, but agreed with Soemmering and Sue that it was morally reprehensible. He 
acknowledged that nerves retain their vital functions postmortem—hence the oft-cited 
movements and convulsions. However, he maintained that quick and substantial blood 
loss would terminate man’s consciousness before the perception of pain could reach his 
brain. (When Cabanis himself died several years later, he was deeply mourned by his 
close friend of many years, Girodet. The painter eulogized him in a poem, “Sur la mort 
de Cabanis,” in May of 1808.) Cabanis’s conclusions about the guillotine reflected a 
widespread assumption in the late 1790s and early 1800s that the guillotine was humane 
in its operation, although unsavory nonetheless. 
Richard Olson describes Cabanis’s broader scientific doctrine as a kind of 
anthropocentric empiricism not dissimilar to contemporaneous metaphysical assertions 
by Kant. Despite the inferences that could be drawn from mechanical and chemical 
events, Cabanis insisted on the unknowability of certain human phenomena. As Olson 
writes, “for Cabanis, any ‘cause’ that is external to ourselves can only be inferred from its 
sensory impact on us, [and so] any presumed cause that is not accessible to our 
experiences ‘must be excluded from the objects of our research.’”390 This already signals 
a retreat from one of the central assumptions of French Enlightenment science, namely 
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that the human mind has reliable access to and the ability to comprehend the natural 
world. 391 When Cabanis argued that the death proffered by the guillotine was too quick 
to produce pain, his contemporaries such as Guyot took note of Cabanis’s admission that 
this claim could not be verified with “the certitude of experience. Experience here is not 
in the least direct.”392 In other words, the only way to conclusively verify the 
physiological mechanisms of beheading is to be a victim of the guillotine.  
This coupling of knowledge and death was revisited a few years later by Bichat in 
his Recherches physiologiques sur la vie et la mort. Bichat agreed with Cabanis that the 
decapitated brain would lose blood too quickly to perceive its own death. He readily 
dismissed the “opinion of people who believed that among those executed by the 
guillotine the brain could continue to live for some time and that sensations of pleasure 
and pain could be communicated to it.”393 Bichat also maintained that death is a condition 
of possibility for certain kinds of knowledge: the practice of autopsy means that the 
mechanisms of disease only reveal themselves, only become visible, in death. “With 
Bichat,” Foucault writes, “knowledge of life finds its origin in the destruction of life…it 
is at death that disease and life speak their truth.”394  
But what truths, exactly, did these guillotined bodies make visible? And where 
did the threshold between immaterial cognition and material sensation lie? Those who 
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defended the guillotine argued that it produced a painless death because the self would 
expire when the organs of thought and sensation were severed. That, however, did not 
mean that the latter acts exclusively under the control of the former. The post-mortem 
convulsions of the body and face mentioned by their opponents merely, the argued, 
reaffirmed their point. After all, it was commonly acknowledged that the healthy body 
routinely acts in the absence of consciousness. Opponents of the guillotine claimed that 
the head can survive and feel pain without the body. Phantom limbs, for example, prove 
that pain perceived by the mind need not correspond to real events in the body. And, 
conversely, the body can experience sensations like pain without them being transmitted 
to and registered by a conscious mind.  
Both sides of this debate insisted upon an essentially discontinuous self: a body 
that acts and feels without the conscious mind, and a mind that thinks and feels without 
the body. The only point of consensus between these two sides, the basic assumption on 
which they both draw, is that there is not a reliable, fixed, and exclusively causal 
relationship between bodily sensation and mental cognition. Not only would the 
consequences of this prove incredibly problematic for future empirical undertakings (as 
noted by Cabanis) but it also insists upon a fractured subject. This debate presupposes a 
subject whose experiences of time and sensation are variable, contingent, and private and 
whose perceptual mechanisms are not even competent enough to see the actual moment 
of execution. It is a subject in possession of a body and brain that can think, feel, and act 
independently of one another. Moreover, this body’s death is reconceptualized as an 
aggregate of non-synchronous corporeal events. Finally, as Cabanis notes, the only 
remaining position from which truly certain empirical knowledge about these issues can 
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be obtained is on the scaffold: to know whether or not the mind can remain conscious 
without the body, to know whether or not a body can feel pain without the mind—to 
know these things is to experience them first-hand, it is to experience one’s own death.   
7. Receptions and transmissions 
Fittingly, Girodet and Fuseli experienced the Revolution from a distance. 
Although Paris was the center of Revolutionary activities and discourses, both artists 
largely participated in the events from beyond its borders. Their experience of the 
Revolution was largely mediated by visual and textual representation. In this sense they 
were particularly well positioned to interrogate the illusory qualities of the guillotine and 
their consequences for Revolutionary experience. When one considers the sheer volume 
of printed ephemera that was produced and circulated, it is unsurprising that, as Richard 
Taws has recently demonstrated, such material had a historically unprecedented role in 
structuring one’s reception of and response to the unfolding events.395  
Young Girodet was indeed present for one of the seminal events of the 
Revolution—the fall of the Bastille. Although he did not leave a written account of that 
day, he produced a sketch of its aftermath and also took some documents from the 
Bastille’s archives both on and after 14 July 1789. However, he shortly left for Italy, 
where he supported and eventually criticized the Revolution from a distance. When his 
account of his flight from Rome to Naples was read aloud to the Legislative Assembly, 
Girodet claimed to be “happy to have suffered for the Republic, applauding [himself] for 
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having been exiled for the cause of liberty.”396 However, when Girodet returned to Paris 
in February of 1795, the Terror had been suppressed and the Convention was soon to give 
way to the Directory. The once-enthusiastic Revolutionary had grown into a supporter of 
Bonaparte and an eventual royalist.  
Fuseli’s early support of the Revolution similarly gave way to conservatism in the 
wake of the Terror. In December of 1789, he enthusiastically ascribed the Revolution to 
“an age pregnant with the most gigantic efforts of character, shaken with the convulsions 
of old, and the emergence of new empires: whilst an unexampled vigour seemed to 
vibrate from pole to pole through the human mind, and to challenge the general 
sympathy.”397 British optimism about the Revolution was buttressed by its perceived 
similarities to their Glorious Revolution of 1688, although public support withdrew after 
the September Massacres and the subsequent execution of Louis XVI. By February of 
1793 the two countries were at war, a state that would persist, with few interruptions, for 
several years.  
Fuseli was initially among several English artists including James Barry, George 
Romney, and William Blake who were in support of the Revolution. He belonged to a 
circle of radicals that included Joseph Johnson and Mary Wollstonecraft (with whom 
Fuseli was rumored to enjoy a particularly intimate kind of relationship). Although he 
condemned the violence of the Terror, Fuseli persisted in his support for its larger 
political aspirations. However, when Fuseli visited Paris in 1802—where he admired the 
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work of Girodet398—he refused the solicitations of an eager David, supposedly because 
of “the atrocities of the French Revolution” and his role therein.399 Two years earlier he 
had suffered a personal loss as a direct consequence of the Revolution when French 
forces occupied Zurich. In the course of a dispute a soldier stabbed Lavater with a 
bayonet. He lingered for several months as the wound grew worse and eventually died on 
2 January 1801. The two men had remained estrange since the publication of Essays on 
Physiognomy, although Fuseli is said to have deeply mourned the death of his old friend. 
Whereas Girodet and Fuseli were actively drawing upon and intervening in 
contemporary discourses around physiognomy and electricity, their relationship to the 
guillotine was in part structured by its suppression under Napoleon. What they register, 
instead, is the guillotine’s product. Their works contend with a body that is literally 
discontinuous, whose head and body have been placed in separate baskets, but that is also 
discontinuous in other ways. Its mechanisms of sensation and cognition are not in accord, 
and it does not have access to a universal, collectively experienced temporality. Far from 
a privileged agent of knowledge production, the body cannot even know itself. Blindness 
and madness, hallucinations and dreams, the unsettling of life and death—themes already 
																																																								
398 This trip was made possible by the peace treaty of 1802, which enabled English artists to visit 
France and view the artworks Bonaparte had collected from his military campaigns. The trip 
included J.M.W. Turner and Joseph Farrington, among others. They visited the Salon of 1802, 
where Girodet exhibited two portraits of Englishmen alongside his Ossian as a gesture of national 
reconciliation. The group was said to reject the work of David but admire that of his students, 
especially Gérard, Girodet, and Guerin. Henry Fuseli, 1741-1825, 45. There is no record of Fuseli 
and Girodet meeting, although, given their common acquaintances like John Flaxman and their 
proximity, it seems likely. If they had indeed met, they may have been surprised to discover their 
shared literary ambitions and common taste for Byron, Shakespeare, and Michelangelo, among 
other things. 
399 Knowles, 51.  
 179 
attributed to works of romanticism—explore the discord between interior affective and 
perceptual states and an exterior reality. 
8. Scenes of a Deathbed 
The same year that Girodet exhibited The Burial of Atala at the Paris Salon, 
Fuseli exhibited another literary scene of death, this one taken from Shakespeare’s Henry 
VI, Part II. Today known only through a subsequent print engraved by Moses Haughton 
(fig. 3.21), the original Cardinal Beaufort terrified by the supposed Apparition of 
Gloucester was described by a reviewer as one of “Mr Fuseli’s monstrosities…. They are 
not the visions of genius but the dreams of disease.”400 Fuseli’s painting evokes another 
feature of the body after the guillotine: the unhinging of the relationship between 
perceptual experience and physical stimulus, and the evocation of private temporalities 
and sensations not shared by or knowable to others. These themes, especially insofar as 
they relate to a “visionary” state found in many romantic works, richly populate Fuseli’s 
entire oeuvre. Of particular relevance, however, is the frequency with which the content 
of the interior “vision” is excluded from or marginalized within the frame of the image, 
setting such works apart from The Nightmare and Hamlet and His Father’s Ghost, among 
others. The category of artistic visionary experience, closely associated with dreaming, 
had long connoted a form of vision that was independent from sensory experience. For 
artists like Michelangelo, this was an experience of inspiration, a privileged engine of 
intellectual and artistic invention.401 Yet Fuseli, who, like Girodet, greatly admired and 
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studied Michelangelo, depicts a visionary transport that is unproductive. Worse yet, it 
distracts the anguished man who experiences it from the religious efforts that could ease 
the physical and spiritual transition at hand.  
At the center of the composition, the dying Cardinal Beaufort is in the grips of a 
hallucination. Monks pray for him on the left, and on the right King Henry VI attempts to 
redirect his focus to the crucifix above his bed. The Cardinal sits up from his deathbed 
and points to the right, believing that he sees the ghost of Gloucester, a man whose 
downfall he was complicit in. He appears to neither see nor hear those around him, and 
he is flanked on the far left and far right by secondary figures who look on with alarm 
and concern. Fuseli’s much earlier pen-and-ink drawing (fig. 3.22, Death of Cardinal 
Beaufort, 1772) shows his attendants looking off in the same direction as the Cardinal, as 
if they, too, might have access to his vision. In this later version, however, collective 
sight and attention is fixed on the Cardinal, who does not reciprocate. In the right 
foreground, one finds no indications of a spectral presence that might linger just beyond 
the frame of the image. The space is conspicuously blank and open; it is a dark expanse 
punctuated only by the cast-off sheets of a fitful sickbed.  
The painting and print were appended with lines from the play, in which the 
Cardinal describes Gloucester: “Card. He hath no eyes the dust hath blinded them… Like 
Lime-twigs set to catch my winged Soul. Henry VI, Part II, Act III, Scene 3.” The 
Cardinal’s sickbed vision echoes Gloucester’s blindness, a compositional feature fixed 
upon by its 1808 viewers. “‘He hath no eyes,’ says the Cardinal, speaking of the 
apparition; and the Cardinal himself seems on the verge of becoming as sightless as the 
ghost: for his right eye has actually come forth from the inside of the head, and rather 
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hangs on the eyelid than glares from the socket…”402 The Beau Monde concurred: if the 
“supposed apparition” is blind, “Mr. Fuseli seems determined that the cardinal should 
have no eyes neither; for his reverence’s left eye is already out of the socket.”403  
The unbounded and generative possibilities of a “visionary” state are here 
doubled with blindness; after all, an engagement with a private and interior visual mode 
necessitates the suspension of an external one. To see what is not, one must be blind to 
what is. In this sense Beaufort experiences the blindness of Girodet’s empty helmet: the 
presence of an absence. Fuseli’s composition locates within the visionary—a state that is 
ostensibly creative, productive, and unconstrained—a loss of one’s sensory proficiency, 
but also of one’s access to a communal field of events. The privacy and interiority of this 
state bespeak a subject who is profoundly isolated. The spectator disengages from a 
collectively experienced material “reality,” and replaces it with an aesthetic and affective 
experience that is radically inaccessible to others.  
A breakdown of visual self-evidence occurs around the guillotine. Its rupture of 
body and head literalizes the contemporaneous rise of a non-identical self. This rupture 
signals the breakdown of various mechanisms that eighteenth-century discourses of 
physiognomy and electricity called upon to use the body as a reliable and visually self-
evident producer of knowledge. Instead, the perceptual contingencies, the private 
temporalities, and the non-causal relationship between mental cognition and corporeal 
effects that defined the guillotined body are exactly what made knowledge impossible. 
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This coincides with the collapse of “the authority of experience.”404 Instead, the 
corporeal acquisition of knowledge becomes inseparable from the event of one’s own 
death. And between the individual’s historical experience and a collectively witnessed 
and externally verifiable reality, to paraphrase Foucault: a gap widens.405 To witness the 
events of the Revolutionary scaffold is to be the spectator of an illusion or to be 
submerged in a dream-like state. As for the body, the only scientist willing to undertake 
the task of suturing it back together, “vertebrae by vertebrae, nerve by nerve, artery by 
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In looking at the objects of Nature while I am 
thinking, as at yonder moon dim-glimmering 
thro' the dewy window-pane, I seem rather to 
be seeking, as it were asking, a symbolical 
language for something within me that already 
and forever exists, than observing any new 
thing. Even when that latter is the case, yet still 
I have always an obscure feeling as if the new 
phenomenon were the dim Awakening of a 
forgotten or hidden Truth of my inner Nature”  
 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, April 1805407 
 
To what extent do the tropes of romanticism signal a retreat of the individual body 
from the universalizing ambitions of eighteenth-century empiricism? Or the emphatic 
dissolution of any kind of identity that could be formed in relation to such a body? By the 
first decades of the nineteenth century, the body no longer served as a privileged agent of 
knowledge production within the scientific discourses and artistic practices under 
consideration. The physiognomic body was no longer self-identical; the electric body was 
no longer internally continuous. The guillotine offered, in their places, bodies without 
heads and heads without bodies, whose mechanisms of sensation and cognition were only 
ever partially and provisionally aligned. Moreover, the spectator’s “experience,” once the 
very basis of empirical certainty, only empowered him to acquire the dramatically 
confined and private kinds of knowledge evoked above by Coleridge. This spectator was 
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increasingly solicited by forms of entertainment predicated on the same discordant 
perceptual capacities that had made him a bad witness.408  
Literary historians such as Forest Pyle have argued that romanticism posits the 
category of imagination as a possible replacement for a cohesive relationship between the 
individual subject and a larger socio-political collective.409 Pyle asserts that through 
imagined and visionary states the romantic subject sought alternative means of 
transcending the boundaries of the self. Jonathan Crary outlines the related loss of a 
communal visual field in the first decades of the nineteenth century, which is instead 
simulated by effects of reality along with private states of aesthetic and psychic 
transport.410 Contemporaneous philosophical discourses were exploring metaphysical 
vectors of this loss. For example, Kant’s 1781 Critique of Pure Reason famously 
questioned whether or not appearance can present a truth-claim. He proposed that the 
human intellect could never have full and unmediated access to an external world. 
Without access to the noumenal, man’s experience is confined to the phenomenal. In the 
aftermath of the French Revolution, Schiller revisited Kant’s account of the relationship 
between appearance and truth. In the 26th letter of his 1794 On the Aesthetic Education of 
Man, he set “aesthetic semblance” against the “actual” or “true,” a distinction that would 
																																																								
408 See, for example, Peter Otto’s Multiplying Worlds: Romanticism, Modernity, and the 
Emergence of Virtual Reality (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
409 Forest Pyle, The Ideology of the Imagination: Subject and Society in the Discourse of 
Romanticism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995).  
410 Crary, “Géricault, the Panorma, and Sites of Reality in the Early Nineteenth Century.” 
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be more fully developed in Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics. Aesthetic semblance, in 
Schiller’s words, “neither seeks to represent reality nor needs to be represented by it.”411 
This period witnessed a simultaneous transformation in the methods of scientific 
inquiry. Specialized disciplines were defined, practitioners were organized into fixed and 
hierarchical institutional structures, and applied sciences were increasingly set apart from 
their more abstract counterparts.412 Kenneth Caneva summarizes the attending scientific 
paradigm shift in terms of “concretizing science” and “abstracting science.” The former 
is characterized by “the qualitative nature of its experiments [and] by the belief that 
experience is a direct and epistemologically primary source of scientific knowledge.”413 
This earlier paradigm of self-evidence, in which the scientist trained and used his body as 
a vehicle for producing knowledge, breaks down around the turn of the nineteenth 
century. Within a few decades, it is supplanted by a model of scientific inquiry that is 
marked by the preference for quantitative rather than qualitative data and the prominent 
use of instruments in experiments.414  
Lissa Roberts argues that chemists, for example, “increasingly subordinated their 
bodies to the material technology of their laboratories and began erasing the presence of 
direct sensory evidence from the public records of their discipline’s literary and social 
																																																								
411 Schiller, Essays, ed. W. Hinderer and D. O. Dahlstrom (New York: Continuum, 1993), 169. 
412 Among the numerous sources on this topic, I recommend Cahan, From Natural Philosophy to 
the Sciences. 
413 Kenneth Caneva, “From Galvanism to Electrodynamics: The Transformation of German 
Physics and its Social Context,” Historical Studies in the Physical Sciences 9 (1978): 66. 
414 This is nicely summarized by Cahan, From Natural Philosophy to the Sciences.  
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technology.” 415  As a result, direct sensory evidence “played less and less of a public role 
in the scientific determination of knowledge.”416 The labor of both producing and 
observing natural phenomena was displaced onto increasingly sophisticated instruments. 
Roberts also notes that instrumentalism entailed “replacing the ‘external world’ with 
‘human nature’ as the epistemological and ontological starting point of scientific 
investigation.”417 This development is highly resonant with the emergence of a kind 
vision that, in the words of Crary, makes the subject “simultaneously the object of 
knowledge and the object of procedures of control and normalization.”418 Indeed, it 
anticipates a vast reorganization of visual practices.  
By the early decades of the nineteenth century, the individual body’s sensory 
experience had lost its empirical “authority.”419 Instead, it produced knowledge that was 
only legitimate in the most individual and confined terms. The body’s capacity to serve 
as a readily accessible repository of information was similarly delimited. It belonged to a 
natural world that could no longer be relied upon to visually and materially represent its 
inner workings. Instead, these activities, including the workings of one’s own body, 
would have to be studied through a technological intermediary. Finally, this body 
belonged to a passive spectator who was not empowered to authenticate knowledge, but 
was instead available to be acted upon and manipulated.  
																																																								
415 Roberts, “The Death of the Sensuous Chemist,” 507.  
416 Ibid. 
417 Roberts, “Condillac, Lavoisier, and the Instrumentalization of Science,” 252.  
418 Crary, Techniques of the Observer, 92.  
419 O’Neal, The Authority of Experience.  
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Fuseli and Girodet found themselves in the midst of an epistemological shift 
occurring at the turn of the nineteenth century. They painted bodies that emphatically 
failed to conform to the scientific discourses they cited; they painted bodies that were 
similarly unable to represent heroic virtues or legible narratives. Although working in 
separate contexts and different modalities, Fuseli and Girodet both took up the threads of 
this vast and heterogeneous transformation. It is precisely because they were not fully 
embedded in the scientific discourses they referenced that their artworks were able to test 
them, transform them, and work against them.  
Of course, certain practices and theories persisted in scientific inquiry and artistic 
activity. The temporal boundaries of this shift are expansive and uneven. Additionally, 
the terms by which it has been described are bound to fall short of the mark. The primary 
function, rather, of the preceding pages has been to render concrete and comprehensible 
something that is in fact abstract, dispersed, multilayered, and at times even self-
contradictory. These words are offered up as “frail spells—whose uttered charm might 
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